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Chapter 1

I banged my head under Mrs. Petra's kitchen sink, flashlight clenched in teeth, a wrench in each hand, ass hanging out, when the first one strolled in.
I heard her before I saw her. The back door opened, the one I'd propped with a brick when I hauled in my toolbox, and footsteps crossed the tile, and then a voice said, "Oh. Hey. You're not Yaya."
I slid out from under the cabinet.
She was standing in the doorway to the kitchen holding a canvas tote bag and wearing cut-off shorts and a oversized vintage tee with the sleeves torn off. Dark hair, dark eyes, and the kind of face that stops a room. She was maybe twenty-two. She looked like the girl the movie is actually about, even when the movie says it’s about someone else.
I pulled the flashlight out of my mouth. "No," I said. "I'm her sometimes plumber."
"I can see that." She looked at me without any of the awkwardness people usually have when they catch you doing something unglamorous. She just calmly looked. "She's at her sister's. I'm Dani. Her granddaughter."
"Dani?”
"Dani. D-A-N-I. Short for Danielle." She set the tote on the counter and looked at the open cabinet, the towels I'd laid on the floor, the small flood I'd already mopped up. "Bad?"
"Corroded elbow joint. Common in houses this old. Hour, maybe less."
She nodded slowly the way people do when they're deciding something. Then she said, "You want coffee?"
I told her I was fine. She made me coffee anyway.
Her name was Dani Petra. She was a senior at State, twenty-two years old, studying environmental science, but wasn’t sure what she’d do with it. She told me all of this while I worked under the counter and she sat on the edge of it counter with her mug, asking questions about the pipes with what seemed like genuine interest. I kept waiting for her to get bored and leave. She didn't leave.
When I packed up and she walked me to my truck, I don't know what I was supposed to be thinking. I'm not the kind of guy who expects things like this to go anywhere. I'm twenty-six, I drive a 2017 Ram with a cracked mirror, and I smell like pipe sealant before noon most days. I handed her the invoice for her grandmother and she looked at it and then looked back at me and said, "You should come to trivia night. Wednesday at Callahan's. We're terrible at the sports questions."
"I'm decent enough at sports questions."
"Then you should definitely come."
Wednesday came and I went. Of course I went. What kind of idiot doesn't go?
Here’s what I haven’t yet explained yet, because I'm not sure I can.
By the time October arrived, six weeks after I slid out from under Mrs. Petra's sink, I was not just seeing Dani. I was also, somehow, seeing Maya. And Elena.
All at once.
All three of them knew about each other. None of them seemed to mind in any way that I could tell. I had asked more than once and in more than one way, whether anyone minded, and the answer I kept getting back was delivered in different tones and with different expressions, but amounting to the same thing, which was some version of not really, no.
I am not an unusual man. I want to be clear about this. I own three pairs of boots, two of which are work boots. I read maybe four books a year. I’m good at my job, I pay my taxes, I take out my landlady’s trash. I have never once in my life been described as mysterious or dangerous or any of the words that populate the backs of certain novels.
My friend Garrett, who I've known since third grade, said, when I told him what was happening, and I had to tell someone because I was starting to feel like I was losing my mind, he said, "Okay but how?" And I said I didn't know. He said, "No, I mean how." And I repeated that I genuinely did not know. We sat with it for a while. It was a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.
This is the story of how it happened and what it was like and where it got to.
Maya came second, two weeks after trivia night at Callahan's.
Dani had invited me to a thing, at least she called it a thing, which I'd already learned was her way of underselling any social event she wasn't sure I'd agree to, at a house near campus where some friends of hers lived. Six or seven people in a backyard with a firepit and cheap wine in plastic cups and a speaker balanced on a cooler. Comfortable, easy, the kind of party that doesn't feel like work.
Maya was sitting cross-legged on a wooden bench on the far side of the fire and she was arguing with someone about something and losing, but losing with the kind of confidence that made it look like winning. She had red hair, actual red, not auburn, the kind of red that makes people stare, and she was wearing overalls with one strap undone and she was gesturing with her wine cup in a way that threatened everything around her.
Dani leaned close to my ear. "That's Maya. She's a disaster. You'll love her."
"Disaster how?"
"The best possible way,” she winked and elbowed me.
Dani introduced us and Maya looked at me up and down and said, without any preamble at all, "You're the plumber. Dani said you know sports trivia. Okay, 1986 World Series, game six, who should have caught it?"
"Buckner," I said without hesitation. "But you could make the argument the throw should never have gotten to him."
She pointed at me. "See," she said to the person she'd been arguing with. "See, that's a nuanced answer." She moved over on the bench and looked at me. "Sit. I need an ally."
So I sat. I have replayed this opening many times.
Elena was third, and Elena was the one that made the least sense, which is saying something, because none of it made any sense.
She was Dani's roommate. She had been Dani's roommate the whole time. She was pre-law, twenty-three, precise in the way that serious people are precise, the kind of person whose desk is organized not for show but because chaos costs her. Where Dani moved through the world with loose-limbed ease and Maya moved through it like weather, Elena moved through it like someone who had read the terms and conditions and had questions.
She was also, objectively, the most beautiful woman I had ever stood in the same room with, and I include every room I'd ever stood in.
The first time she spoke to me directly, not at me, but to me, actually engaging, she looked up from whatever she was reading and said, "Dani says you're honest."
"I try to be," I said.
"That's rare."
She went back to her reading.
Three weeks later, somehow, inexplicably, by a series of steps I could follow individually but couldn't explain as a whole, she became part of this.
I don't know what I had done right in my life to deserve any of it. I'm not sure I deserved it. I'm not sure deserving had anything to do with it.
But here's what I know: that autumn was the best and strangest and most unexpectedly alive I have ever felt.
The Wednesday trivia night at Callahan’s, Dani had texted me the address and just the address, no further context, and I'd shown up in my cleanest flannel and ordered a beer at the bar before I found their table. There were four of them, Dani and three others, two guys and a girl I didn't know, and they waved me over with the easy familiarity of people who'd been told to expect you.
The other girl was someone named Priya who was studying nursing and who, it turned out, knew everything about everything except sports and American geography, which she described as her "two zones of principled ignorance." One of the guys was Marcus, who was loud in jovial, friendly way. The other was a quiet guy named Tom who got every music question right without celebration, and just slid the answer across the table like it was nothing.
Dani sat next to me. Not across from me, but next to me. I noticed that.
We won the first round on the back of a question about Olympic records that I answered correctly by accident. I’d confused two athletes in my head and the confusion happened to land on the right name, and Dani grabbed my arm and said Yes! with a force that was completely disproportionate to the stakes, which were a bar tab discount and bragging rights. I remember thinking she smelled like cedar and something citrus. I remember thinking I should stop noticing things like that.
We lost the second round badly. I missed a question about state capitals that I should have known. Dani said it didn't matter. She said it in a way that made it true, her hanging on my arm like we were something.
Walking out at the end of the night, just the two of us on the sidewalk because the others had peeled off in pairs and Tom had apparently evaporated, she asked me how I'd gotten into plumbing. Not in the way people sometimes ask, which is really a way of asking why you hadn't done something else, something with a degree attached to it. She asked it like she actually wanted the real answer.
I told her my uncle had his own outfit and I'd worked summers with him starting at fifteen and by nineteen I'd decided I was better at this than I was going to be at most things and that being good at something that mattered, because plumbing matters, everything stops working without it, seemed like a reasonable basis for a life.
She listened to all of that without her eyes going somewhere else, which is more unusual than it sounds.
"I like that," she said. "The part about things mattering."
"It's not a philosophy," I said. "It's just a reason."
"Those are the same thing sometimes, aren’t they.”
Her car was parked a block further than mine. When we got to my truck she stopped walking with me in a way that was neither awkward nor conclusive and we stood there for a moment in that specific amber light that old neighborhoods have at night when the streetlamps are the sodium kind.
"Wednesday's every week," she said.
"I'll probably be around," I said.
I drove home and sat in my driveway for a minute before going inside. I thought about the way she'd grabbed my arm over the Olympic question. I told myself I was being ridiculous and went to bed.
I went back the next Wednesday, of course, and the one after that. Maybe it was in the friendzone, but nothing wrong with making new friends.
The backyard party came he third week, the one where I met Maya.
What Dani had called a thing turned out to be roughly fifteen people at a rental house three blocks from campus, the kind of house that's held together by spackle and landlord indifference and the goodwill of its occupants, who had compensated for the interior by making the backyard genuinely pleasant. String lights along the fence, a firepit that actually worked, mismatched outdoor furniture arranged in a way that looked happily accidental.
Maya, as I've said, was on the bench across the fire.
What I didn't say was that after I sat down next to her and she drafted me into her argument, which was about whether certain kinds of sports statistics were genuinely meaningful or whether they were a story people told themselves to impose order on something chaotic, and she was on the chaos side, and she was losing, too, because the guy she was arguing with was making decent points about which I came down somewhere in the middle, which satisfied neither of them, she did not lose interest in me when the argument ended.
This is the thing about red-head Maya that I came to understand over time: she operates on the fumes of enthusiasm alone. She moves from one thing to the next not because she's scattered but because she is genuinely, completely interested in whatever is in front of her, and when you are the thing in front of her, the attention is total. It's like standing in a beam of light. You feel unreasonably visible.
She asked about my truck. She asked about my tools. She asked whether I'd ever flooded a house by accident and when I told her about a job in my second year where I'd misread a shutoff and put about two inches of water into a finished basement in under four minutes she laughed so hard she spilled her wine and looked delighted about both things simultaneously.
Dani materialized at some point and sat on the arm of a nearby chair and watched this with an expression I couldn't fully read, not jealousy, not exactly, something more settled than that, more like a person watching something proceed in an expected direction.
Later, when Maya had been pulled into someone else's orbit for a moment, Dani leaned over and said quietly, "She likes you." She said it with a beaming smile.
"She's friendly," I said.
"She's friendly with everyone. This is different."
"How is it different?"
Dani considered this with apparent seriousness. "She keeps looking at your hands," she said, and she nodded with closed eyes like that sealed it.




Chapter 2

I drove home from that party thinking about what Dani had said about Maya liking me, and then thinking about why she'd said it the way she had, and then thinking about the fact that she'd said it at all.
She hadn't said it like a warning. That was the thing I kept coming back to on the twenty-minute drive through empty streets with the windows down and the October air coming in cold and smelling like leaves and fireplaces. A warning has a particular texture to it, a tightening of the bolt so to speak. What Dani had said was more like an observation, casual and clean, the way you'd tell someone there was a good parking spot on the left.
She keeps looking at your hands.
And then Dani had moved on to something else, refilled her cup, started a different conversation, left me sitting with that sentence like a stone dropped into still water.
I'm not slow. I want to be clear about that. I'm not a man who needs things explained twice, at work or otherwise. I can diagnose a pressure problem by sound, I can tell you what's wrong with a water heater in three questions or fewer, I have a decent mechanical understanding of most things. But whatever was operating in that backyard was a system I didn't have the training for, and I knew it, and the knowing made me cautious in the way that unfamiliar systems always make me cautious. If you don’t know don’t touch it: if everyone lived by that rule, there’d be a lot less problems needing solving.
You just don't touch what you don't understand. Not until you've watched it for a while, anyway.
Maya texted me four days later. I didn't know how she had my number until she told me Dani had given it to her, which opened a door in my thinking that I stepped through very carefully.
The text said: rematch. I have new arguments about statistics. Also I found a bar that does good wings which is only relevant if you eat wings.
I eat wings. Who doesn’t? Something odd about her, that Maya, but it was catchy.
We met at the bar she meant, which was a place called Doyle's that I'd driven past a hundred times without going in, and it was the kind of place that rewards people who go in with dark wood, good beer selection, and a bartender named Phil who moved with the efficiency of someone who'd been doing it for thirty years. Maya was already there when I arrived, which I would come to understand was unusual for her.
She was wearing a green jacket and her red hair was pulled back loosely so strands hung down the sides of her face and she had a notebook open on the bar in front of her with actual handwritten notes in it, which she had apparently prepared for this conversation about sports statistics, just like we had argued about at a backyard party.
I sat down and looked at the notebook. "Is that an outline?"
"It's supporting evidence," she said. "I was unprepared last time. I'm a biology major. I believe in data."
"You argued against data last time."
"I argued against bad data. There's a difference." She tapped the notebook. "I have examples."
We argued for an hour. It was one of the best hours I'd spent in recent memory. Maya's mind worked in spirals rather than straight lines, and following her required something of you, required you to actually be present with her, and I found I liked being required that way by her. The wings were excellent. Phil refilled our beers without being asked.
At some point she asked about Dani. Not tentatively, not as a test, just asked, how did you two meet, are you guys, you know, and she made a loose gesture with her hand that I understood to mean together.
"I'm not sure what we are," I said, which was honest.
Maya nodded slowly. "She's one of my best friends," she said. "Has been since freshman year."
"She mentioned that." See? Was that a warning?
"Did she mention anything else?"
I looked at her. She was looking at her beer glass, turning it slightly on the bar. "She said you liked looking at my hands," I said.
Maya's mouth went sideways. Not embarrassed, exactly, something more complex. "She said that."
"Yeah."
"Okay." She picked up her glass. "Dani edits her words very carefully. If she said that, she meant to say it."
I didn't know what to do with that so I did nothing with it, which I think was the right call. We stayed another forty minutes and she told me about her thesis project, which involved water quality testing in three county watersheds, and I told her about a commercial job I had coming up, a restaurant kitchen retrofit that was going to be a nightmare, and when we left she hugged me outside on the sidewalk, a real hug, too, not a social formality, the kind that has meaning in it.
Walking to my truck I thought: Dani gave her my number. Dani told her what I'd said, or some of it. Dani had watched us talk at the party with that settled expression. Dani had said she likes you and this is different and then said goodnight and gone back inside without any indication of discomfort.
I sat in my truck outside Doyle's and I thought about this particular arrangement of facts.
And then I drove to Dani's.
She answered the door in sweats with her hair up, holding a highlighter, and looked at me with no particular surprise, which itself told me something.
"Hey," she said.
"I just had drinks with Maya," I said.
"I know. She texted me." She stepped back from the door. "Come in."
The apartment was the kind of place that two people have actually lived in rather than just occupied, plants on the windowsill, a corkboard with things pinned to it, two different reading styles evident in the separate stacks of books on the coffee table. There was a closed door down the short hallway that I registered without comment.
I sat on the couch and Dani sat sideways in the armchair across from it, legs over one arm, highlighter still in hand.
"So," I said.
"So," she said.
"I want to ask you something and I want you to know I'm asking it seriously, not as a thing people say."
"Okay."
"What's happening here?"
She looked at me for a moment. Not evasively, not performing a thought she wasn't having, actually considering the question with the same quality of attention she gave everything.
"What do you think is happening?" she said.
"I think," I said slowly, "that you and Maya are very close and that you talk about me and that whatever is going on between you and me, Maya knows about it, and that neither of you seems bothered by the overlap."
Dani turned the highlighter end over end in her fingers. "That's accurate," she said.
"Is there more?"
She smiled, but just slightly. "There's a little more," she said with a tiny grin.
The closed door down the hallway opened and a woman I had never seen before came out with wet hair and a textbook under her arm and she stopped when she saw me and looked at Dani and said, "Is this him?"
Dani said, "Elena, this is . . . “
"I know who it is," Elena said. She looked at me with a directness that was neither hostile nor warm, simply evaluating, the way you'd look at a contract before deciding whether to read the fine print. "Dani talks about you."
"She talks about you too," I said, which wasn't true because Dani hadn't mentioned her at all, but something told me the right move here was not to arrive as a stranger.
Elena considered this. "What did she say?"
I looked at Dani. Dani looked like she was trying not to smile.
"That you're the smartest person she knows," I said.
Elena sat down in the other chair, opened her textbook, and said, "That part is true." She raised her brows with a put-on kind of aloofness.
I stayed another two hours that night.
Elena didn't close her textbook exactly, but she stopped reading it, which I came to understand was the same thing as her full attention. She asked questions the way a deposition works, precise, sequential, each one building on the answer before it. Where did I grow up. What did I think about the city's water infrastructure, which she had opinions about. Had I ever been in a serious relationship. The last question came in the same tone as the others, no change in register, and I answered it the same way.
"Two years, ended about eighteen months ago. Mutual and reasonably clean."
"Reasonably," she repeated.
"Nothing's completely clean."
She looked at me for a moment. "No," she said. "It isn't."
Dani was watching this from the armchair with her knees pulled up, and there was something in her expression that I couldn't figure out, something proprietary but not possessive, proud almost, like someone watching a thing they'd brought into a room performing exactly as expected.
At some point Maya texted Dani, because Dani's phone lit up and she glanced at it and smiled privately at whatever it said and put the phone face down on the chair arm without showing anyone.
When I finally stood to leave it was past midnight. Elena walked to the kitchen for water and Dani walked me to the door and we stood in the doorway the way we'd stood by my truck that first night, in that particular suspension between leaving and not leaving.
She was close. She'd been close before, in passing, the way people are when they share space, but this was different, this was intentional proximity, and I was aware of it in a way that made it difficult to think about anything else.
"Elena liked you," she said quietly.
"She has a strange way of showing it."
"That is her way of showing it." She looked up at me. Dani is not short but I have a few inches on her and she has a habit, I'd noticed, of using the angle, looking up slightly when she wants something to hit right. "She doesn't ask people questions like that. She asks questions to expose gaps. With you she was looking for something else."
"Did she find it?"
"I think so."
I put my hand on the doorframe above her head, not intentionally, just somewhere to put it, and her eyes moved up to it briefly and then back to my face.
"Dani," I said.
"Yeah."
"I'm going to need you to tell me what's actually going on."
She put one finger against my chest, not a push, barely any pressure at all, more like a placeholder. "I will," she said. "Not tonight. But I will."
I drove home and lay in the dark and stared at the ceiling and thought about the weight of that one finger.
The restaurant retrofit kept me busy for most of the following week. It was a Greek place downtown, full kitchen overhaul, the owner was a perfectionist named Stavros who changed his mind about the sink placement twice and whom I charged accordingly. The work was good, the kind that fills your head completely, which is usually what I want from it.
Usually.
I found myself thinking about Dani’s apartment. The corkboard. The two stacks of books. The closed door that turned out to have Elena behind it. I found myself thinking about the specific geography of that living room and the way the three of them, even though Maya wasn't there, had a presence in it, a density, the way close friends leave their shape in a space even when two of them are absent.
Maya texted on Tuesday. A photo of her notebook, a new page, more handwritten notes. Still building my case, she said. Also Dani says you're coming Saturday.
I hadn't known I was coming Saturday. I texted Dani: Am I coming Saturday.
She replied: There's a thing.
Saturday was at the apartment. Not a party this time, just the three of them and me, which I didn't know in advance and which required a moment of adjustment when I arrived and found no one else there and all three of them in various states of comfortable Saturday, Dani cross-legged on the kitchen counter with a glass of red wine, Maya on the floor against the couch with her laptop, Elena at the table with case notes spread in a precise grid around her.
It looked like a life. A specific, real, textured life that had been going on before I arrived and would go on after I left, and I was being allowed inside it, and the sensation of that was not what I expected.
It was not like being a guest. It was like being added to something pre-existing.
"There's beer in the fridge," Elena said, without looking up from her notes. "The good stuff is on the left."
I got a beer and sat on the couch. Maya causally leaned back against my legs with the naturalness of someone who had calibrated the exact amount of contact that was technically casual, and I looked down at the back of her red hair and then up at Dani on the counter who was watching me over her wine glass with dark eyes and an expression that was doing several things at once.




Chapter 3

I am a man. I want to be straightforward about this because I think it matters to the account. I am a twenty-six year old man and I had not been with anyone in some months and I was now in a small apartment on a Saturday night with three women who looked the way these three women looked, and one of them had her shoulders against my knees and one of them was watching me in a way that made it genuinely difficult to remember what beer tasted like.
I drank the beer and said something about Stavros and the sink placement and Maya laughed and turned to look up at me and her chin was resting on my knee and she was close enough that I could see she had faint freckles across her nose that weren't visible from normal distance.
"You moved the sink twice?" she said.
"He moved the sink twice. I upped my invoice twice."
She grinned. Left her chin where it was.
Elena looked up from her case notes and looked at Maya and then at me and something crossed her face that was too fast to read. She picked up her pen and wrote something and put it back down.
"Elena," Dani said from the kitchen. "Come sit with us."
"I'm working."
"You've been working since seven this morning."
A pause. Elena capped her pen. She gathered her notes into a neat stack, aligned the edges with a tap against the table, and moved to the armchair across from the couch, tucking her feet in under her. She was wearing a cream-colored sweater and her dark hair was down and she was, as previously noted, objectively the most beautiful woman I had ever been in a room with, and she had just been talked out of her work by Dani's voice saying her name.
She looked at me directly when she sat. "You're staying for dinner," she said. It wasn’t a question.
"Am I?"
"Maya's cooking." She opened her mouth as if to say something about this and then appeared to reconsider.
"I cook well,” Maya said from the floor.
"She cooks enthusiastically," Elena said.
"Those are the same thing."
"They are genuinely not."
Dani slid off the kitchen counter and brought the wine bottle and sat on the couch on the other side of me and tucked her feet under her too and the warmth of her came in from the left while Maya's weight was against my legs and Elena was watching all of this from the armchair with those careful eyes from the right, and I thought, with a clarity that was almost uncomfortable: something is being decided here. And not by me. Something that may have already been decided, and I am simply the last one to know it.
Maya cooked pasta. The kitchen was small and I leaned in the doorway watching her while she talked the whole time, about her watershed thesis, about a professor who'd told her the project was too ambitious, about how she'd decided to interpret too ambitious as a compliment and proceed accordingly.
She was barefoot. I don't know why I kept noting physical details like this but I think it's because the whole evening was operating on two frequencies simultaneously, the ordinary surface frequency of four people making dinner on a Saturday night, conversation and wine and someone's playlist coming from a phone on the counter, and then something underneath that, a low continuous current that I could feel in my back teeth.
She turned from the stove to ask me something and found me closer than she'd expected, because the kitchen was that small and I'd shifted without thinking about it, and for a moment neither of us moved. She had a wooden spoon in one hand and she was looking up at me and the current jumped.
"Pasta," she said.
"Yeah," I said.
"It needs stirring."
"You should probably do that."
She held eye contact for one beat longer then turned back to the stove and I went back to leaning in the doorway. My heart was doing something it had no professional reason to be doing.
We ate at the table, all four of us, Elena having relocated her case notes to a precise stack on the kitchen counter with the focused grief of someone storing a weapon. She sat across from me and Dani sat beside me and Maya sat across from Dani. It was the kind of dinner where everyone is talking but the conversation is only partly what's happening.
The wine was doing its work. Not heavily, nothing sloppy, just that particular loosening that good wine in good company produces, where the edges of things soften.
Dani's knee was against mine under the table. I don't know when that started. I became aware of it gradually, the way you become aware of a sound that's been present for a while, and once I was aware of it I was comprehensively aware of it, and I did not move my leg, and she did not move hers.
Maya was telling a story about a field sample gone wrong, something involving a canoe and a contaminated tributary and a pair of waders that had developed a leak at the worst possible moment, and she was acting it out, her hands moving, her expression cycling through the emotions of the original event in real time. She was luminous in the way that people are luminous when they are entirely themselves, no performance in it, and I watched her and felt something that I can only describe as a kind of helpless appreciation, the feeling you get looking at something you can’t believe is as good as it is.
Elena was watching me watch Maya. I caught her doing it and we held eye contact across the table for a moment and she didn't look away and didn't change her expression and I thought about what Dani had said, she asks questions to expose gaps. I thought that was exactly what those eyes were doing right now, from across a dinner table, and without a word.
"What are you thinking about?" Elena suddenly said when the conversation hit a momentary lull. She said it directly to me and there was no escape from it. It cut across whatever Maya had been saying, not rudely, just with the precision of someone who'd waited for the right moment.
The table went quiet.
"Right now?" I said.
"Right now."
I could have deflected. I'm decent enough at deflecting when I need to be. But Elena had a quality that made deflection feel like failure before you tried it, like showing your work and getting the method wrong, and something about the wine and the knee against mine and the red-haired girl still flushed from her canoe story made honesty feel like the only viable option for me.
"I'm thinking this is the strangest and best Saturday I've had in a long time," I said. "And I'm thinking I don't completely understand it yet."
Silence for two seconds.
Maya said, "Yet."
"Yet," I said.
Dani's knee pressed harder against mine.
Elena looked at me for a long moment and then picked up her wine glass and said, "That's a good answer," and she drank. The dinner resumed, but something had changed, some threshold had been crossed, and the air in the room was measurably different in a way I couldn't have proven to anyone but felt with complete certainty.
After dinner Maya and Dani did the dishes with a chaotic efficiency that suggested long practice, and I dried, and Elena put things away because she was the only one who knew precisely where everything lived. At one point Maya reached past me for a pot and her arm crossed my chest and she left it there a half second longer than the reach required and I felt Dani's eyes on the side of my face from two feet away.
This is the part that I struggle to explain even now. There was no jealousy in that look. I have been looked at with jealousy and I know its feel and this was not it. What was in Dani's expression when she watched Maya's arm cross my chest was something closer to satisfaction, something that belonged to a bigger plan than I had access to, and it made the back of my neck prickle in a good way.
When the kitchen was clean Elena made coffee without asking anyone and we moved back to the living room and the previous configuration resumed, Dani close on the couch, Maya on the floor gravitating back toward my legs. But everything had been turned up slightly, calibrated higher, the way a room feels after lightning when the air is still charged.
Elena handed me coffee and when she did her fingers covered mine on the mug for just a moment, a moment so brief it could have been accidental. But then she looked at me with those contract-reading eyes and I thought: that was not accidental.
She sat in the armchair and crossed her legs and wrapped both hands around her own mug and said, "Tell me something that’s true."
"Elena," Dani said, with affection and mild warning in equal measure.
"It's a reasonable request."
"It's an interrogation."
"I'm pre-law." She looked at me. "Tell me something true."
I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees and I looked at her. I said, "I've been sitting in this apartment for four hours and I'm aware of every one of you every single second and I don't know what this  is.”
Nobody spoke. Maya had turned to look up at me from the floor, her chin on my knee again, her green eyes wide and still.
Dani was very close on my left, close enough that I could feel the warmth coming off her, and she made a small sound that wasn't quite a word.
Elena uncrossed her legs and leaned forward in the armchair, mirroring my posture, elbows on knees, and she was close now, closer than she'd been all evening, and she looked at me with an expression that had finally, for the first time, let something through.
"Now we're getting somewhere," she said softly.
Maya broke first.
She laughed, not a polite laugh, not a social laugh, a real one, sudden and unguarded, the kind that doubles you forward, and she dropped her forehead against my knee and her shoulders shook. Then Dani started, quieter, a helpless quality to it, pressing her hand over her mouth like she was trying to contain it and failing completely. Even Elena, who I was beginning to understand kept everything behind glass, made a sound that started as a controlled exhale and became something warmer, and she sat back in the armchair and looked at the ceiling with a smile she wasn't trying to hide.
"What," I said.
"Nothing," Maya said into my knee.
"That's clearly not true."
She lifted her head. Her face was flushed and her eyes were bright and she was still grinning that sideways grin. "It's just . . .  " She looked at Dani. Dani looked back at her. Some entire conversation happened in that look, fast and wordless and evidently hilarious, because they both lost it again.
"You two," Elena said, with the tone of someone who has been managing these two for years.
"We're fine," Dani said, not fine at all, wiping the corner of her eye.
"We're great," Maya agreed.
I looked at Elena. "Are you going to tell me what's funny?"
"Probably not," she said. But she was still smiling and it had changed her face completely, opened it up, and I filed that away as important information.
"It's not funny exactly," Dani said, pulling herself together by degrees. She turned toward me on the couch and tucked one foot under her and faced me properly now, which put her genuinely close, her shoulder against mine. "It's just, you said that thing, and it was . “. .
"Extremely honest," Maya supplied.
"Very extremely honest," Dani confirmed.
"And we weren't expecting it," Maya said, "even though we should have been, because Dani said you were honest, and I told her I believed her but I don't think I actually . . .  " She stopped. "I believed her."
"You thought I was exaggerating," Dani said.
"I thought you were a little bit in your feelings."
"I was not in my feelings."
"You were somewhat in your feelings."
"Elena," Dani said. "Back me up."
Elena considered this with visible enjoyment. "You were," she said, "a measurable amount in your feelings."
Dani pointed at her. "Whose side are you on."
"I'm pre-law," Elena said. "I don't have sides. I have positions."
Maya laughed again, shorter this time, and looked up at me, her chin back on my knee like she'd never moved it, like it lived there. She wrapped around my leg, hugged it. She's been like this since orientation," she said. "First thing she ever said to me was that's an interesting choice about my backpack."
"It was a strange backpack," Elena said.
"It had a sloth on it."
"That was what was strange about it."
"I love that backpack."
"I know you do."




Chapter 4

There was an ease in this that I hadn't fully appreciated before, not the ease of people performing closeness but the ease of people who had actually spent time together, who had been through enough together that they could afford to be careless with each other, and being inside it, being included in the radius of it, felt like being let into something that had a durability to it.
I was aware, continuously and with increasing difficulty, of how close Dani was, of Maya's weight against my legs, of Elena across the low coffee table, near enough now that I could see she had a small scar at the corner of her left eyebrow, pale and thin, healed a long time ago.
"Okay," I said. "My turn."
"Your turn for what?" Dani said.
"You all clearly know something I don't. About whatever this is." I gestured at the room, the configuration of us in it. "I've been a good sport about not knowing it. I want one honest answer."
They looked at each other. The three-way look this time, triangulated, fast, carrying more information than I could intercept.
"One answer," Elena said.
"One answer."
She looked at the other two. Maya lifted one shoulder in something that was either a shrug or a go-ahead. Dani was chewing the edge of her thumbnail, which I'd noticed she did when she was thinking hard, and she looked at me and then at Elena and gave a small nod.
Elena turned back to me. "We talked about you," she said. "All three of us. Before tonight."
"I figured that."
"We talked about you before the backyard party too."
I looked at Dani. "You told them about trivia night."
"I told Maya about trivia night," she said, and there was something almost shy in it, just briefly, there and gone. "Maya told Elena."
"I give Elena everything," Maya said simply. "It's a whole system."
"And what did you say," I said to Dani. "When you told Maya."
The room was quiet. Outside a car went past. The playlist on Maya's phone had moved into something slower without anyone changing it.
Dani looked at me with those dark eyes and the shyness was gone, replaced by something more direct, more considered. "I said you were the most straightforward person I'd met in a long time," she said. "And that it made me feel . . . “ She stopped.
"Reckless," Maya said quietly.
Dani looked at her. "Yeah," she said. "That."
I felt that word move through the room like a change in pressure.
"Reckless," I repeated.
"Don't make it weird," Maya said, and then she immediately laughed at herself for saying it, because it was already weird, it was magnificently weird, and she knew it, and the laugh had that edge in it again, the nervous bright edge of someone standing at the top of something tall.
Elena was watching me with an expression that had gone careful again, thoughtful, but her fingers were turning her coffee mug slowly in her hands and I had the strong impression that careful was costing her something right now.
"Can I ask you something," I said to her specifically.
"You can try," she said.
"Dani said you're the smartest person she knows."
"You already told me that."
"I'm saying it again because I want you to apply whatever that is to this situation and tell me what you actually think is happening here. Not what's funny about it. What you think."
Elena was quiet for a moment. Maya had gone still against my legs. Dani had stopped chewing her thumbnail.
Elena set her mug down on the coffee table, precisely, in the center of the coaster. She looked at me with an expression that was the most unguarded I'd seen from her and she said, "I think we’re three people who have been talking about you for three weeks and you are one person who has been trying to be very careful and very respectful and not assume anything, and I think that restraint is both admirable and," she paused, "becoming a problem."
Dani made a sound. Half laugh, half something else entirely.
Maya tilted her head back to look up at me fully, upside down from my knee, and her green eyes were dancing and her red hair was everywhere and she said, "She means we appreciate the gentleman thing but you can relax."
"Relax," I said.
"Relatively speaking," Elena said, and then she pressed her lips together like she hadn't meant to say it quite that way, and looked briefly astonished at herself, and that was the moment I understood that Elena's composure was not indifference.
It was the opposite of indifference.
Dani laughed, that real laugh again, the helpless one, and she leaned her forehead against my shoulder for just a moment, warm and sudden, and I felt it everywhere.
She didn't move her head from my shoulder. “There’s nobody like you left in the whole wide world,” she said dreamily and not even to me, but to the ceiling.
A second passed. Two. She left it there, her forehead against the side of my arm, and I could feel her breathing, could feel the weight of her making a decision to stay where she was. I turned my head and my chin was in her hair and she smelled exactly the way I remembered from that first night outside Callahan's, cedar and citrus, and I stopped thinking about anything analytical at all after that.
Maya felt the shift. I don't know how, she was looking at the ceiling from her position on the floor, but she felt it the way animals feel changes in weather, and she turned and looked up at the two of us and her expression was soft and lit up. She reached up without looking and put her hand on my shin, just rested it there, warm through my jeans, and the casual certainty of that gesture was intimate.
Elena hadn't moved. She was watching from the armchair with those steady eyes and her hands loose in her lap now, the controlled posture she'd held all evening fractionally released.
Nobody spoke and the music played. The lamp in the corner threw everything in warm amber and outside it had started to rain, a light persistent sound against the windows, and the apartment had contracted around the four of us in the way that rain makes interior spaces contract, pulling everything closer.
I moved first. I turned slightly toward Dani and brought my hand up and tucked a strand of hair back from her face, just that, a simple thing, and she lifted her head from my shoulder and looked at me from three inches away. Her eyes were dark and serious and she looked exactly like someone who had been waiting long enough.
I kissed her. It was not a tentative kiss, either. It lasted long enough to mean something, and when it ended, she kept her eyes closed for a moment and exhaled through her nose and then opened them and looked at me with an expression that I can only describe as “finally.”
"Oh thank God," Maya said from the floor.
Dani laughed against my mouth on the last half of the kiss and pulled back and pressed her hand flat against my chest, not pushing, just feeling, and looked down at Maya. "You have no patience," she said.
"I have been lying on this floor for two hours," Maya said. "I have infinite patience. I have demonstrated tremendous patience." She was up on her knees now, turning toward us, and her red hair fell loose and her green eyes shone bright and she looked at me with an expression that was equal parts mischief and something more serious underneath it and she said, "Hi."
"Hi," I said.
"So you're aware," she said, "I have been thinking about this since the backyard."
"Maya," Elena said.
"What? He knows. We just established that everyone knows everything." She put her hand on my jaw, just held it there, her thumb near my cheekbone, and the directness of it was startling and warm and completely Maya. "Can I?”
"Yeah," I said.
She leaned in and kissed me differently than Dani had. Where Dani was careful and deep, Maya was immediate and bright, her other hand coming up into my hair, and she made a small sound against my mouth that did significant damage to my ability to think in sequence.
When she pulled back she bit her lip and looked genuinely pleased with herself and sat back on her heels and looked at Dani. Dani looked back at her. They had that wordless conversation again, the fast telegraphic one, and whatever they said to each other ended with Dani shaking her head slowly in a way that meant something affectionate and possibly I can't believe you.
I became aware that Elena had not moved.
I looked at her across the coffee table. She was sitting very still in the armchair, her hands folded in her lap. She was watching me with an expression that was doing extraordinary things to her face. The composure was still there but it was thin now, translucent, and underneath it was something I recognized. Something I'd last seen in her eyes when she'd said becoming a problem and then looked startled at herself.
"Elena," Dani said softly.
"I'm aware," Elena said. Her voice was steady but it was work.
"You don't have to," Maya said. Gently, for Maya.
"I know I don't have to." She looked at Maya and something passed between, some specific understanding. Then she looked back at me.
I leaned forward, elbows on knees, closing some of the distance across the coffee table, and I said quietly, "You can tell me to go home."
“We don't want you to go home," she said with a precision that made it clear she'd considered the sentence before releasing it.
"Then tell me what you want."
The rain was steady on the windows. Maya had sat down properly now, close against my legs, her head tipped against my knee, watching Elena with patient affection. Dani had her hand on my back, between my shoulder blades, not moving, just resting there.
Elena unfolded her hands. She looked down at them for a moment like she was checking something. Then she stood up from the armchair and the room rearranged around her movement as she stepped over the coffee table with a precise elegance that was entirely her, and she stood in front of me and I looked up at her. She was close enough that I could see the small scar at her eyebrow and the careful controlled rise of her breathing.
She took my face in both her hands.
It was the most deliberate thing I'd ever experienced. Every part of it careful. She tilted my face up toward hers and looked at me for one long moment with her deep dark eyes, and whatever she was looking for, she apparently found because something in her expression changed, something  long-held released, and she kissed me with a thoroughness that made the room tilt sideways.
When she pulled back, she didn't go far. Her hands stayed on my jaw. Her forehead came down against mine and she breathed and I breathed and the room was very quiet except for the rain.
"Okay?” she said, barely above a whisper.
"Okay," I said. Of course I had no idea what was okay.




Chapter 5

Maya made a sound from somewhere near my knee that was soft and satisfied, like someone watching something arrive that had been a long time coming. Dani pressed her hand harder between my shoulder blades.
Elena pulled back just enough to look at all three of us, her hands finally leaving my face, and she stood in the middle of the room with her hair down and her cream sweater and that scar at her eyebrow and she looked, for the first time since I'd met her, like someone who had put something down that had been heavy.
"Well," she said, with the ghost of her usual composure reassembling around the edges of something much warmer. "This is a situation."
"We've been in worse," Maya said out the corner of her mouth.
"Name one."
"The canoe."
Elena looked at her a moment. "Fair," she said, and she sat back down, not in the armchair this time, but on the couch, on my other side, close enough that her leg was against mine and her shoulder was against me and the warmth of her came in from the right the way Dani's warmth came in from the left with Maya's weight against my legs and I sat in the middle of all of this and thought, with a clarity that was almost violent, that I had no framework for this but that the absence of a framework was not a problem I was interested in solving tonight.
Dani found the mark on my neck first.
She found it because she was the closest and because she was Dani, which meant she was thorough, and she'd been working her way along my jaw in a way that had made organized thought essentially impossible when she found the spot just below my ear that apparently had significant structural importance to my entire nervous system, and I made a sound.
Maya looked up immediately. "What was that?”
"Nothing," I said.
"That was not nothing." She was up on her knees again, that fast, her hand on my thigh. "Dani. What did you do?”
"I didn't do anything," Dani said with the specific innocence of someone who had done a precise and deliberate thing. She did it again, just briefly, lips against that spot, and I exhaled in a way that was not entirely dignified.
"Oh that's interesting," Maya said with a creeping grin.
"Don't," I said.
"I'm not doing anything."
"You're thinking about doing something."
"I'm always thinking about doing something." She looked at Dani. "Below the ear?"
"Below the ear," Dani confirmed.
"Dani," Elena said from my right in a tone that was approximately seventy percent reproach and thirty percent something else.
"What? It's useful information."
"You're sharing information like it's a . . . “
"A what?"
Elena stopped. "Never mind," she said.
Maya was delighted. She looked at Elena with that full-beam attention and said, "No, please finish that sentence."
"I wasn't going to say anything interesting."
"You absolutely were." Maya turned back to me and put her chin on my shoulder from the left side, her mouth near my ear, and she said at a volume that was technically a whisper but designed to carry, "She was going to say something good.”
I turned my head to find her right there, an inch away, and I kissed her once, quick, and she pulled back with a grin that was going to be the end of me.
"See?" she said to no one in particular. "I like him."
"We know you like him," Elena said.
"I'm demonstrating it."
"You're demonstracating it constantly."
"That's not a word."
"I'm pre-law. I make words."
Dani laughed and I felt it against my neck, and Elena made a sound from my right that she tried to disguise as clearing her throat, and I sat there between all three of them and felt approximately two hundred percent more alive than I had that morning under Mrs. Petra's sink, which felt like it had happened in a different century.
At some point the couch became insufficient.
It was nothing dramatic, it was more that the sitting configuration kept finding small reasons to rearrange itself. Maya had migrated from the floor fully up onto the couch, folding herself sideways against my legs with her head tipped back against my arm, and Dani had stretched her legs across my lap somewhere in the previous twenty minutes, and Elena was close on my right with her shoulder against mine and her head occasionally, briefly, finding the curve of my neck in a way that she appeared not to be fully acknowledging. Someone at some point made the light dimmer and someone else had the music turned up more.
Maya was drawing absent patterns on my forearm with one finger. She did it the way she did everything, completely and with total investment, tracing the line of a vein with her fingertip and then branching off in a new direction.
"What are you doing," I said.
"Cartography," she said.
"Of my arm."
"You have good arms. They deserve documentation." She traced her way to the inside of my wrist and I felt it in places significantly removed from my wrist. "Elena agrees."
"I haven't said anything," Elena said.
"You've been looking."
A pause. "Your point?” Elena said, with the measured resignation of someone who has decided honesty is less costly than argument.
Dani, from my left, made a small triumphant sound.
"Don't," Elena said.
"I didn't say anything."
"You made a sound."
"Sounds aren't words."
"Dani."
"I'm just sitting here." She picked up my hand from her knee and examined it with theatrical curiosity, turning it over, and then looked at Maya. "I see what you mean about the hands."
"Right?" Maya said.
"What about the hands?” I said.
"Nothing," they all said simultaneously.
Elena looked at my hand more closely, which Dani was still holding, and she looked away, and then looked back. "Fine," she said, under her breath, to herself, apparently concluding an internal argument, and she picked up my other hand from where it was resting and turned it palm up and just held it, my hand in both of hers, not doing anything, just holding it with a care that was so careful it made my chest ache.
Nobody commented on this.
"I want to know something," Maya said, still tracing her cartography.
"What," I said.
"What were you actually thinking. At the party. When Dani introduced us and I asked you about the World Series."
"The truth?"
"Obviously the truth."
"I thought you were the most energetic person I'd ever seen and that you were going to be exhausting and I wanted to stay around you."
Dani pressed her face against my shoulder making a sound that was anguished and fond in equal measure.
Maya stopped tracing and looked at me. "You can't just say things like that."
"You asked."
"I asked and you just . . . “  She gestured at the air. "You just said it."
"Is that a problem?”
"It's extremely inconvenient," she said, and she kissed my shoulder through my shirt, and left her mouth there a moment, and I felt the warmth of it through the fabric.
"Your turn," I said. "What were you thinking?”
She was quiet for a moment, her mouth still against my shoulder. Then she said, "I thought you had very steady eyes. Like you'd looked at a lot of problems and none of them had panicked you."
The room fell quiet.
"That's accurate," Elena said softly. She was still holding my hand, both of hers around it, her thumb moving slightly across my palm, and I didn't think she knew she was even doing it.
"Elena," Dani said.
"What."
"Nothing." A beat. "Just, you're doing a thing."
Elena looked down at my hand in hers as if noticing it from a distance. She didn't let go. "I'm aware," she said.
"Good."
"Dani."
"Yes."
"Stop being smug."
"I'm not being smug. I'm being right."
Maya lifted her head from my shoulder and looked at Elena and then at Dani with an expression of luminous happiness that seemed to have very little to do with anything specific and everything to do with the room as a whole, the rain on the windows and the amber light and the four of us arranged on the couch in this configuration, and she said, "This is good, right? Tell me this is good."
"This is good," Dani said.
Elena looked at me, my hand still in hers, and her eyes were warm and serious and entirely unguarded for once, the glass gone, and she said, "Yes. This is good."
I looked at each of them in turn, this woman against my left side, this woman across my lap, this woman holding my hand on the right, the rain outside, the lamp in the corner, the feeling of something having irrevocably shifted into a new position.
"I have to work Monday," I said.
Maya burst out laughing.
"What?” I said.
"Only you," Dani said.
"What?"
"We're having a moment," Maya said, "and you're thinking about Monday."
"I'm a practical person."
"You're an infuriating person," Elena said, and she was smiling, properly, fully, and she lifted my hand and pressed her lips to my knuckles once, brief and deliberate, and looked at me over it with those eyes.
"Monday's very far away," she said.
That night did not end on the couch.
At some point, I couldn't tell you exactly when, the evening had become entirely non-linear. Elena stood and stretched with the economical grace of a cat and said, "I'm getting more wine," and walked to the kitchen. Maya watched her go with an expression that was complicated and warm and then she looked at me and said, "She's having a really good night."
"Is she?"
"This is her really good night face. Most people can't tell."
"I can't tell."
"You will." Maya sat up from where she'd been draped across me, her red hair a disaster from all the repositioning, and looked at me with sudden seriousness. "Hey."
"Hey."
"You're not freaking out."
"Should I be?"
"Some people would be."
I considered this. Dani was still against my left side, her hand on my thigh in a way that had stopped feeling casual about forty minutes ago, her thumb moving in small absent circles that I felt in my spine.
"I stopped freaking out somewhere around the second kiss," I said. "There's a threshold. You cross it and then you're just in the thing."
"You're in the thing," Maya repeated.
"Comprehensively in the thing."
She smiled at me, that sideways smile, the one that preceded trouble, and she leaned in and kissed me again, slower this time, more confident, and her hand came up to the back of my neck. Sheheld me there while she took her time with it. Dani's thumb kept moving on my thigh. I could feel her watching.
When Maya pulled back she was slightly breathless and her eyes were bright and she looked over at Dani and said, "Okay but seriously though."
"I know," Dani said.
"Seriously."
"I know."
They did the wordless communication thing again and I was getting better at reading at least the edges of it, which in this case seemed to involve mutual agreement about something I was not yet party to. Then Maya slid off the couch, gracefully, somehow, despite the chaos of her movements, and extended her hand to me.
"Come on," she said.
"Where."
"Tour of the apartment, dumb-dumb.”
"I've seen the apartment."
"You haven’t seen all parts of the apartment."
Dani rose with that loose-limbed ease she had, the way she moved through everything like it couldn't touch her unless she let it, and she took my other hand. I stood up between them with a hand in each of theirs and the room felt like it was happening in italics.
Elena was leaning against the kitchen counter with her wine, watching this. She had one eyebrow raised in a way that communicated several things simultaneously: awareness, approval, and something that was working hard to look like detachment but wasn't quite getting there.
"We're giving him the tour," Maya said.
"I can see that."
"Are you coming?"
Elena looked at her wine. Then at me. Then at the two women holding my hands. Something moved behind her eyes, a calculation, a decision, a surrender. She set the wine down on the counter with a precision that felt like punctuation.
"Yes," she said. “Of course I am."
Maya led. Of course Maya led. She pulled me down the short hallway with Dani close behind and Elena trailing in that deliberate way she had, and we passed the bathroom and the linen closet and Maya said "That's the bathroom, that's towels" without slowing down, and then we were at the door at the end of the hall, the one that had been closed the first night I came here, the one Elena had emerged from with wet hair and a textbook.
Maya pushed it open.
It was Elena's room. I knew that immediately, the way you know things about people from how they arrange their spaces. Clean lines, organized surfaces, a bookshelf that was alphabetized, actually alphabetized, I could see it from the door. A queen bed with a gray comforter, neatly made. A desk with a lamp and a closed laptop and a single framed photograph I couldn't see clearly in the low light.
"Why are we in Elena's room," I said.
"It's the biggest," Maya said.
"That's . . .  "
"Practical," Elena said from behind me, and her voice was closer than I expected. I felt her hand settle on my lower back, just briefly, just enough. "I'm practical too."
The room rearranged itself around us as we entered. Maya went to the bed and sat on the edge of it and pulled her legs up under her. Dani followed and sat beside her. They looked at me standing in the doorway with Elena's hand still ghosting at my back. The lamp on the desk was the only light and it turned everything amber and gold and the rain was still coming down outside and I thought: this is the part where I decide if I'm going to keep being careful.




Chapter 6

I stopped being careful.
I walked to the bed and looked down at Maya and Dani sitting there, looking up at me with those two different expressions, Maya bright and present and ready, Dani steady and warm and waiting, and I reached down and cupped Dani's face in my hand. She turned into it, pressed her cheek against my palm, and the trust in that gesture cracked something in my chest wide open.
I leaned down and kissed her. Not gentle this time, either. The question-asking was over. She made a soft sound against my mouth and her hand came up and twisted in my shirt and I felt Maya's hand on my arm, then, just resting there, connected and present.
When I straightened up, Dani's eyes were dark and half-lidded and Maya was looking at me with an expression that was going to live in my head for years.
"Elena," Maya said, without looking away from me. "Get over here."
A moment of silence. Then footsteps behind me. Then Elena was there, moving around me to sit on the bed with the others. But she stopped halfway there, stopped right beside me, and turned and looked up at me. I looked down at her and the composure was gone now, all of it, and what was underneath was something I hadn't been prepared for: want, vivid and unguarded, as precisely maintained as everything else about her, but finally allowed to show.
"You're sure?” I said.
"I've been sure for three weeks," she said. "I've just been . . .  "
"Careful."
"Yes."
"I know something about that."
"I know you do." She reached up and touched my jaw, her fingers cool and deliberate. "I know exactly what you know about that."
And then she pulled me down to her.
Elena kissed like she argued: thorough, precise, building a case with every movement. Her hand stayed on my jaw, holding me exactly where she wanted me, and I let her have that control because something told me she needed it, needed to be the one choosing the terms even as she let the terms transform into something new.
When she released me she was breathing harder and her eyes were bright and she looked past me at Dani and Maya on the bed and something passed between the three of them, some signal I wasn't yet fluent in but was learning fast.
"Sit down," Dani said to me. Her voice had dropped into a register I hadn't heard before, warm and certain, barely audible. She patted the bed beside her.
I sat.
The bed was firm, well-made, the kind of mattress someone researches before buying. I had a moment to notice this, but then Maya was moving, repositioning herself behind me, her knees on either side of my hips, and her hands came to my shoulders and started working at the tension there with surprising competence.
"You're tight," she said.
"I've been under a lot of sinks lately."
"That's not why you're tight."
"No," I admitted. "That's not why I'm tight."
Dani was in front of me now, kneeling on the bed, and she reached for the top button of my flannel shirt with a question in her eyes. I nodded. She undid it slowly, deliberately, and then the next one, and the next, and the cool air of the room met my skin in increments as Maya's hands worked my shoulders. I sat there being systematically undone by three women who had apparently coordinated this in the three weeks I'd been trying to be respectful.
Elena sat beside us on the bed, watching. Her role seemed to be witness, for now, present and proximate but not yet touching, her dark eyes tracking every movement Dani's fingers made, every circle of Maya's thumbs against my muscles.
"You're staring," Maya said to her.
"I'm observing."
"Same thing."
"It genuinely isn't."
"Elena." Dani had gotten my shirt open and was pushing it back off my shoulders. Maya helped from behind, and then my shirt was gone somewhere and I was sitting there in my undershirt with three women arranged around me like points on a compass. "Stop observing. Start participating."
Elena's mouth twitched. "I'm not good at . “. .
"Yes you are," Maya said. "You're good at everything. It's incredibly annoying."
"I was going to say I'm not good at not overthinking."
"Then don't think." Dani leaned back on her heels and looked at Elena with an expression that was tender and challenging in equal measure. "You know how to do that. You just don't let yourself."
Something shifted in Elena's face. I watched it happen, the careful architecture of her composure rearranging itself to be looser, something that had been waiting underneath the whole time. She moved closer on the bed, close enough that her thigh pressed against mine, and she put her hand flat on my chest over the thin cotton of my undershirt and I could feel my own heartbeat against her palm.
"Your heart's fast," she said.
"I'm aware."
"Is that . . . ?” She stopped. Started again. "Is this okay?"
"Elena." I put my hand over hers, pressed it harder against my chest. "This is extremely okay." I coughed to clear my throat.
Maya made a sound behind me that was halfway between a laugh and something else, and her forehead dropped against the back of my neck, her breath warm on my skin. "God," she said. "You two."
"What about us?” Elena said, but she was almost smiling.
"You're both so . . .  " Maya lifted her head and gestured vaguely. "Careful. Careful with each other. It's very sweet and also I'm going to lose my mind."
"Maya," Dani said.
"I'm just saying."
"I know what you're saying." Dani looked at me, then at Elena, then back at me. "She's not wrong, though."
"I'm never wrong," Maya said.
"You're frequently wrong."
"Name one time."
"The canoe."
"That wasn't wrong, that was unlucky."
"You said the waders were fine."
"They looked fine."
"They had a hole the size of a quarter,” she told me.
"Which I couldn't see because it was underwater."
I started laughing. I couldn't help it. The absurdity of the situation, sitting shirtless on a bed while three beautiful women argued about a canoe incident while simultaneously running their hands over various parts of me, it broke something loose in my chest and I laughed, really laughed, and Dani grinned at me and Maya pressed her smile against my shoulder blade and even Elena's mouth curved into something genuine and unguarded.
"See," Maya said, muffled against my back. "He gets it."
"Gets what?” Elena said.
"This. Us. How we work."
Elena looked at me with those dark serious eyes and her hand still flat on my chest and she said, quietly, "Do you? Get how we work?"
"I'm starting to," I said. "You three have been, you've been together a long time. Not together together, but together. And this, me, it's not separate from that. It's part of it somehow."
The room was quiet for a moment. The rain was still falling outside. Maya's hands had sat still on my shoulders.
"That's right," Dani said softly. "That's exactly right."
"We don't do things separately," Elena said. "We tried that, early on. Freshman year. It didn't, it doesn't work for us. We work best as a unit."
"And I'm . “. ?
"You're the first person in four years,” Maya said, "who felt like they could fit with this.”
I turned my head to look at her over my shoulder. Her green eyes were serious now, that manic energy banked down into something more vulnerable. "Four years is a long time to wait."
"It wasn't waiting. We weren't looking. We were just, living. And then Dani came back from trivia night and she had this look on her face and she said, " Maya glanced at Dani.
"I said I met someone who made sense," Dani finished. "And they asked what I meant and I said I didn't know yet. But I wanted to find out."
Elena's hand moved on my chest, fingers spreading, palm flat over my heart. "And then Maya met you," she said. "And she came back with the same look."
"And then you met me," I said to Elena.
"And then I met you." Her voice was barely above a whisper. "And I understood why they looked like that."
I reached up and touched her face, my thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone, and she leaned into it the same way Dani had earlier, that same gesture of trust, and I felt Maya's arms wrap around my waist from behind and I felt Dani's hand come to rest on my thigh and I sat there in the middle of all of them and thought: this is real. This is actually happening. These three women have made a space and they're letting me into it.
"Okay," I said.
"Okay what," Maya said.
"Okay I'm done being careful."
I turned and caught Maya's mouth with mine, felt her gasp of surprise and then her immediate enthusiastic response, her arms tightening around my waist. Then I turned to Dani and kissed her deep and slow too while Maya pressed kisses along my shoulder. Then I looked at Elena, who was watching all of this with parted lips and dark eyes, and I said, "Come here."
She came.
She came to me like someone stepping off a cliff, reckless, committed, terrified in a way she was not letting stop her. I pulled her into my lap and she came, straddling my thighs, her skirt riding up, her hands finding my shoulders like anchors. Behind me Maya made a soft sound of approval and her hands slid around to my stomach, fingers spread wide, holding me steady while Elena settled her weight down on me.
"I don't . . .  " Elena started, and stopped. Her composure was fracturing in real time, pieces of it falling away to reveal something underneath that was shaking and hungry and unsure. "I don't usually . “. .
"I know," I said.
"You don't know."
"I know enough." I put my hands on her hips, felt the warmth of her through the thin fabric of her skirt. "I know you're the one who holds everything together. I know you don't let people see you like this."
Her breath caught.
"Am I wrong?"
"No," she whispered. "You're not wrong."
Dani moved closer on the bed, her hand coming to rest on Elena's lower back, a point of contact and reassurance. "We've got you," she said softly. "You know that."
Elena nodded, a small jerky movement, and then she looked at me and something in her expression shifted from uncertainty into decision. She kissed me, not the controlled, precise kiss from before, but something rawer, needier, her fingers digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. I felt the moment she stopped thinking about it, stopped analyzing, just let herself fall into the sensation, and it was like watching ice crack.
Maya's hands had found their way under my undershirt, palms flat against my stomach, and she was pressing her mouth to the back of my neck in a way that was making it difficult to maintain any kind of coherent thought. Dani was close now too, her body warm against my side, her hand still on Elena's back but her mouth finding my shoulder, the curve of my neck, that spot below my ear that she'd discovered earlier.
I was surrounded. Overwhelmed. Next, there were hands everywhere, Maya's on my stomach, Dani's sliding up my arm, Elena's gripping my shoulders, and mouths everywhere, too, and the sensation of being the center of all this focused attention was doing something to me that I didn't have language for.
Elena pulled back from the kiss. She was breathing hard, her lips swollen, her careful hair starting to come loose from wherever she'd pinned it. She looked wrecked. She looked beautiful. She looked at Dani over my shoulder and said, "Why didn't we do this sooner?”
"Because you needed time," Dani said, and she kissed her cheek, soft and easy, the kiss of someone who had done it a thousand times. "Because we all needed to be sure."
"I'm sure now,” Maya said against my neck. "I've been sure. Can we acknowledge that I've been sure?"
"You're always sure," Elena said. "It's exhausting."
"It's efficient."
"It's . “. .  Elena's retort died in her throat because I'd slid my hands higher on her hips, just slightly, just enough to change the pressure, and she made a sound that I wanted to hear again immediately.
"Sorry," I said, not sorry at all.
"Don't apologize," she managed. "Just, do that again."
I did it again. Her eyes fluttered closed.
"Oh that's interesting," Maya said, peering over my shoulder. "Elena, your face is doing a thing."
"Shut up."
"No, it's a good thing. It's a really good thing. Dani, look at her face."
"I'm looking," Dani said, and her voice had gone low and warm and there was something in it that made me realize this was new for all of them too, not the closeness, they had years of closeness, but this specific configuration, this exact arrangement of bodies and want. They were exploring this together, the three of them, and I was the variable that made the equation come together.
Elena opened her eyes and looked at me and there was vulnerability there that I suspected very few people had ever seen. "This is a lot," she said quietly.
"Too much?"
"No." She shook her head slowly. "Not too much. Just, a lot. I'm not used to it.” She gestured vaguely at herself, at me, at the situation. "Feeling this much. Usually I can . “. .
"Control it," I said.
"Yes."
"You don't have to control it here."
Something moved across her face. Fear and want and the beginning of trust. "Promise?"
"Promise."
She kissed me again, softer this time, and I felt her body relax incrementally against mine, felt the tension she carried start to unknot. Maya's hands had slipped higher under my shirt, tracing the lines of my ribs, and Dani was doing something to the side of my neck that was making my thoughts fragment.
"Shirt," Maya said. "This shirt is in the way. This shirt needs to not be here."
"Subtle," Elena murmured against my mouth.
"I'm not subtle. I'm direct."
Elena pulled back enough for Maya and Dani to wrestle my undershirt over my head, and then I was bare from the waist up with Elena still in my lap and Maya pressed against my back and Dani close at my side. All three of them were looking at me with expressions that made my skin feel tight.
"Oh," Maya said softly.
"What."
"Nothing. Just . “. .  She ran her hand up my spine and I shivered. "You work with your hands all day. It shows."
"Maya," Elena said.
"I'm making an observation. You like observations."
"I like relevant observations."
"This is extremely relevant."
Dani laughed low and warm, and she leaned in and pressed a kiss to my shoulder, then another, working her way across. "She's not wrong," she said between kisses. "It does show."




Chapter 7

I turned my head to catch her mouth and she met me halfway. The kiss was slow and deep and thorough, and I felt Elena shift in my lap, felt Maya's hands tighten on my sides, felt the three of them react to me kissing one of them, and I realized that this was part of it too, the watching, the witnessing, the shared experience of all of this.
When I pulled back from Dani she was flushed and breathing hard and she looked at Elena and something passed between them, some silent communication, and then Dani reached out and touched Elena's face gently and said, "You good?"
"I'm good," Elena said. "I'm, really good, actually." She sounded surprised by this.
"Yeah?"
"Yeah." She looked at me. "He's, this is, " She shook her head, laughed a little helplessly. "I don't have words for it."
"Elena not having words," Maya said. "Historic moment. Someone write it down."
"Shut up," Elena said, but she was smiling and she looked younger suddenly, lighter, like something that had been pressing down on her had lifted.
"Make me," Maya said.
Elena turned to look at her over my shoulder and some charge appeared that hadn't been there before, and I watched Elena reach past me to cup Maya's face and pull her into a kiss that was anything but controlled. Maya made a surprised sound against her mouth that turned into something else entirely, and I sat there between them with Dani pressed warm against my side and I thought: oh. This is what they meant. This is how they work.
The kiss went on long enough that I started to feel like a voyeur in the best possible way, and then Elena pulled back and Maya was staring at her with wide eyes and parted lips.
"Okay," Maya said faintly. "Okay. Yeah."
"Words," Elena said. "Historic moment."
"Shut up."
"Make me."
Maya laughed, breathless and bright, and she buried her face against my shoulder and I felt her shaking with it, felt the giddiness of the moment running through all of them like current through wire.
Dani's hand found mine and squeezed.
"This is real," she said quietly, just to me. "You know that, right? This isn't, we're not playing with you. This is real."
"I know," I said.
"Do you?"
I looked at her, at her dark eyes and her steady gaze and the warmth underneath all of it, and I said, "I know."
She kissed me once, soft and quick, and then she said, "Good. Because it's about to get a whole lot more real, I believe.”
Dani's words hung in the air.
Elena was still in my lap, her weight warm and grounding, and I could feel every point where our bodies connected, her thighs bracketing mine, her hands on my shoulders, the heat of her through the thin fabric of her skirt. Maya was pressed against my back, her bare arms wrapped around my waist, her breath coming slow and sure against my spine. Dani knelt beside us, close enough that I could smell her, that cedar and citrus I remembered from the first night, mixed now with something warmer, something that was just skin.
Nobody moved for a long moment. The rain had softened outside, became a whisper against the windows, and the lamp on Elena's desk cast everything in amber and shadow. I could hear my own heartbeat. I could hear theirs, or thought I could, the collective rhythm of four people breathing in a small room, waiting for something.
Elena shifted in my lap and the friction of it sent a wave of sensation rolling up my spine. Her eyes went wide, she'd felt it too, felt what that small movement did to both of us, and her lips parted on an exhale that I felt more than heard.
"Oh," she said quietly.
I tightened my hands on her hips. Not pulling, not pushing, just holding her.
"That's . . .  " She shifted again, experimental this time, deliberate, and I watched her face change as she registered the effect. The composure she'd been rebuilding cracked again, let something through. "Oh."
Maya's chin hooked over my shoulder, her cheek pressing against mine, and she watched Elena's face with an expression of tender fascination. "There she goes,” she murmured.
"Shut up," Elena said, but there was no heat in it.
"I'm just saying. You're always so in your head. It's nice to watch you get out of it."
Dani's hand came up to Elena's face, tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear with a gentleness that made my chest ache. "Take your time," she said. "We're not going anywhere."
Elena leaned into Dani's touch, her eyes closing briefly, and I understood something then about how the three of them held each other, steadied each other.
I slid one hand up Elena's side, slow, feeling the architecture of her ribs through the soft knit of her sweater. She shivered under my palm. I could feel the goosebumps rising on her skin even through the fabric, could feel the way her breathing changed as my hand traveled higher, skating along the edge of her bra, not quite touching.
"Can I . . ? I started.
"Yes," she said, before I could finish. "Whatever you're asking. Just yes."
I found the hem of her sweater and slipped my fingers underneath. The first touch of her bare skin against my fingertips was electric, warm silk, impossibly soft, trembling slightly under my hand. I spread my palm flat against the small of her back and she arched into it with a sound that was barely a sound, more like a vibration that I felt in my teeth.
Behind me, Maya had started pressing kisses along my shoulder blade. Not urgent, but slow, exploratory, mapping the terrain. Each one was deliberate, placed with intention, and she let her lips linger after each one so I could feel the warmth of her mouth, the faint dampness of her breath. She found a knot of tension near my spine and pressed into it with her tongue and I made a sound I didn't recognize as my own.
"Found something," she said against my skin, and I could feel her smile.
"Maya," Elena said. "Focus."
"I am focused. I'm extremely focused. I'm focused on him."
"You're being distracting."
"That's the point."
Dani laughed softly and leaned in and kissed Maya over my shoulder. I felt it more than saw it, the brush of movement, the small wet sound, and then she pulled back and looked at me and her dark eyes were almost black in the low light.
"You're doing really well," she said.
"I'm not doing anything."
"You're holding still. It’s harder than it looks." She traced her finger along my collarbone, feather-light. "Most people can't hold still when it's like this. They want to rush things.”
"I don't want to rush."
"No." She smiled, slow and warm. "You don't. I noticed that about you. At trivia. You don't rush answers even when you know them. You take your time." She searched my mouth with her tongue.
"My uncle taught me that. About plumbing." My voice came out rougher than I intended. Elena was still moving in slow increments in my lap and it was becoming increasingly difficult to form coherent thoughts. "He said the job isn't done when you think it's done. It's done when you've checked everything twice."
"Your uncle sounds smart."
"He was."
Dani's expression softened at the past tense. She leaned in and kissed the corner of my mouth, gentle, an acknowledgment of something I hadn't meant to reveal. Then she pulled back and her hand went to the top button of Elena's sweater.
"May I?" she asked, asking Elena, not me.
Elena nodded.
I watched Dani's fingers work the first button free. Then the second. The sweater had maybe six buttons and she did each one with excruciating slowness. I watched the fabric part in increments, revealing a collarbone, the upper curve of a breast in a simple black bra, more pale skin, the soft indent of Elena's stomach. Maya had gone still behind me, watching too, her breath warm and quick against my shoulder.
When the last button was undone, Dani eased the sweater back off Elena's shoulders, and Elena let it fall. She sat in my lap in her bra and her skirt with her hair coming loose and her skin flushed pink and she looked at me with an expression of such raw openness that I had to remind myself to breathe.
"You're beautiful," I said. I hadn't meant to say it out loud.
Elena's eyes went bright. "Don't . . . “
"You are. All three of you. But you, right now, " I shook my head. "I don't have the words for it."
"He's good at this," Maya murmured against my back. "Dani, you didn't tell me he was good at this."
"I didn't know."
"How did you not know?"
"I suspected. I didn't know."
Elena silenced them by kissing me, deep, demanding, her fingers threading through my hair and gripping tight enough to sting. I kissed her back with everything I had and my hands roamed her bare back and I felt her spine, her shoulder blades, the clasp of her bra like a question I wanted to ask.
She pulled back. "Yes," she said.
I unhooked it. The straps slid down her shoulders and she shrugged out of it and then she was bare from the waist up in the amber lamplight and I looked at her, taking in every detail, the shape of her, the rose-pink of her nipples already tight from the cool air, the way she was breathing in shallow quick pulls, and I thought that I had never in my life paid this much attention to anything.
Maya's hand slid around from behind me and came to rest flat on my stomach, fingers spread, holding me steady. "Breathe," she said softly and she chuckled.
I breathed.
Elena took my hand, my right hand, the one that had been resting on her hip, and she lifted it slowly, and she placed my palm flat against her chest, over her heart. I could feel it hammering under my hand. I could feel the soft weight of her breast against the edge of my palm. I could feel the trust in the gesture, the enormity of it.
"I don't let people in," she said quietly. "You should know that about me. I have walls. I've always had walls."
"I know."
"This, you. . . .” She pressed my hand harder against her heart. "I'm letting you in. Do you understand what that means?"
"I think so."
"Don't think." She lifted my other hand, placed it on the other side of her chest, so I was holding her heartbeat in both palms. "Know."
I looked at her at this woman who held everything together, who kept her friends steady, who read contracts for pleasure and maintained composure like a religion. She was trembling under my hands. She was letting me feel it, too.
"I know," I said.
She kissed me again, softer this time, and my hands moved on her skin, learning her, mapping her, paying attention, and behind me Maya had started working on the button of my jeans with fingers that were just unsteady enough to tell me she was feeling this too. Beside us Dani had begun pressing kisses along Elena's shoulder blade, her dark hair falling forward to curtain her face, and the four of us moved together in the amber light like something that had been waiting a long time to happen.
Maya's fingers went still on my jeans. She'd gotten the button undone but stopped there, her hand flat against my stomach. I felt her hesitate, felt the moment she decided to slow down rather than speed up.
"Wait," she said softly.
Elena pulled back from the kiss, her lips swollen, her eyes hazy. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing's wrong. I just . . . “ Maya's forehead dropped against my shoulder blade and she laughed, a little breathless, a little shaky. "I want to do this right. I don't want to rush it."
Dani's hand found Maya's where it rested on my stomach, covered it, held it still. "We have time," she said.
"I know. I know we have time. It's just . . . “ Maya lifted her head and I turned slightly to see her face. Her green eyes were bright, almost glassy, and her red hair was everywhere, and she looked younger. “This is good. You know? This is actually good. And I don't want to treat it like it isn’t.”
The urgency that had been building dialed back into something else, not less intense, but deeper, more deliberate. Elena's hands softened on my shoulders. Dani leaned her head against my arm.
"Come here," I said to Maya.
She moved around me, awkwardly, the bed wasn't that big, until she was in front of me beside Elena, kneeling, her knees touching mine. I reached out and cupped her face in my hands, tilted it up toward me, and I looked at her.
"Hi," I said.
"Hi." Her voice was small.
"You okay?"
"I'm . . . “ She swallowed. "I'm really happy. And really nervous. And I don't usually get nervous, so the nervous part is making me more nervous."
"That tracks."
She laughed, wet and real, and I kissed her forehead, then her nose, then her mouth, soft, unhurried, giving her time to settle. She melted into it by degrees, her shoulders dropping, her hands coming up to rest on my chest.
When I pulled back she looked steadier. "Okay," she said. "Okay. Better."
"Good."
Elena was watching us with an expression I couldn't fully read, something tender and complicated and private. When Maya turned to look at her, Elena reached out and touched her face, brushed her thumb across her cheekbone.
"You're such a disaster," Elena said softly.
"I know."
"I love you."
"I know that too."
They kissed, not performative, not for my benefit, just two people who had years of history expressing it in the simplest possible way, and I watched and didn't feel excluded from it. I felt like I was being shown something. Trusted with something.
Dani had moved closer, her body warm along my side, and she put her mouth near my ear. "This is how we are," she said quietly. "All of us. It's a lot, I know.”
"I'm getting that."
"Is it too much?"
I turned to look at her. Her dark eyes were searching my face, looking for something, hesitation, maybe, or regret. She wouldn't find it.
"It's not too much," I said. "It's exactly right.”
She exhaled. I hadn't realized she'd been holding her breath, and she kissed me, deep and slow, her hand coming up to the back of my neck. When she pulled away she was smiling.
"Good answer," she purred.




Chapter 8

Elena and Maya had separated and were both watching us now. There was something in the way they looked at Dani, gratitude, maybe, or recognition, that told me she was the one who held the center of this, who made sure everyone was okay, who checked in when that was needed.
"So," Maya said, and some of her usual energy was coming back, her voice steadier. "What now?"
"Now," Elena said, and she reached for the hem of Maya's torn-sleeve vintage tee, "we even things up."
Maya raised her arms and let Elena pull the shirt up over her head, and then she was bare from the waist up too. She hadn't been wearing a bra, which somehow didn't surprise me, and her skin was pale and freckled and she had a small tattoo on her ribs, something botanical, a sprig of something I couldn't identify in the low light.
"Rosemary," she said, catching me looking. "For remembrance."
"Hamlet?"
Her face lit up. "You know Hamlet?"
"I read sometimes you know.”
"Dani," Maya said, without looking away from me. "He reads, you know.”
"I told you he reads."
"You said he reads four books a year. You didn't say he reads Hamlet."
"Hamlet was one of the four," I said. "Eighth grade. Required."
Maya laughed and launched herself at me, and I caught her, and we went down onto the bed in a tangle of limbs, her on top of me, her bare chest pressed against mine, her red hair falling around us like a curtain. She was grinning down at me, delighted, and I was grinning back, and somewhere beside us Elena made a sound that was trying to be exasperated but she convincing anyone.
"You two," she said.
"What about us," Maya said, still grinning.
"You're ridiculous."
"You love it."
"Unfortunately,” she murmured to herself.
Dani was laughing, I could hear her, and Maya dipped her head down and kissed me, playful at first, then deeper, her body settling against mine in a way that made my hands find her hips, made my fingers press into the soft skin there. She made a sound against my mouth that I felt in my chest.
Then she pulled back and looked at me with those vivid green eyes gone serious again. "I want . . .  " She stopped. Bit her lip. "Can I try something?"
"What kind of something?"
"I don't know yet. I just . “. .  She shifted against me and the friction made both of us catch our breath. "I want to explore. Is that okay? If we just, explore?"
I looked past her at Elena and Dani, who were watching us from either side. Elena had her arms crossed over her bare chest in a way that was self-conscious without being closed off, protecting and revealing simultaneously. Dani was still fully clothed, I realized, and something about that struck me as significant, like she was holding something back, waiting for her moment.
Maya kissed me again, and then she started to move, down my jaw, my neck, finding that spot below my ear that Dani had discovered earlier and spending time there until I was gripping her hips hard enough to leave marks in her. Then lower, across my collarbone, her mouth hot and curious against my skin. She traced the line of my chest with her tongue and I watched her do it, watched the concentration on her face, the way she was cataloging my responses.
"You're sensitive here," she murmured against my sternum.
"Apparently."
"And here." She moved lower, pressed her mouth to the center of my chest. "Your breathing changed."
"You're very observant."
"I'm a scientist." She looked up at me through her lashes. "I pay attention to data."
Elena made a choked sound that might have been a laugh.
Maya continued her exploration, my ribs, my stomach, the muscles that tensed under her mouth, and I lay there and let her, let myself be studied, cataloged, figured out. It was vulnerable in a way I hadn't expected. It was vulnerable in a way I'd never let myself be.
When she reached the waistband of my jeans, still unbuttoned from earlier, she stopped and looked up at me. She looked at Elena and Dani, too. Some more of that silent communication they were so good at passed between the three of them.
"Not yet," Dani said softly. "Let's just stay here for a while."
Maya nodded, and she crawled back up my body and settled against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand splayed across my stomach. On my other side, Dani finally lay down too, mirroring Maya's position, her body warm and close. Elena hesitated for a moment. I could see her thinking, could see her deciding, and then she moved to the head of the bed and settled there, her back against the headboard, her fingers finding my hair and beginning to filch through it slowly.
The four of us arranged ourselves like that, me flat on my back, Maya and Dani tucked against my sides, Elena above me with her hands in my hair.
"This is so nice," Maya said quietly.
"Yeah," I said.
"We should do this forever."
"You have class Monday," Elena said.
"Skip it."
"You can't skip it. It's your thesis seminar."
"I can skip one thesis seminar."
"You absolutely cannot."
"Elena."
"Maya."
Dani was laughing silently against my shoulder, I could feel it, the shake of her body against mine.
"This is what it's like," she said, her voice warm with amusement. "All the time. This is what you're signing up for."
I turned my head and kissed her temple. "I think I can handle it."
"We'll see," Elena said from above me, but her fingers were gentle in my hair, and when I looked up at her she was smiling down, upside down to me.
Maya's mouth found my neck again and this time she wasn't mapping, she was testing, teeth grazing skin, finding the places that made me tense and then pushing into them. I felt her smile against my throat when my breath caught.
"There," she murmured, and bit down gently, and my hips lifted off the bed.
Dani's hand, which had been resting on my stomach, slid lower. Not all the way, just to the edge of my open jeans, fingers tracing the line where denim met skin. She was watching my face, watching what Maya was doing to me, and there was something hungry in her expression.
"He likes that," she said to Maya.
"I noticed."
Elena's fingers went still in my hair. I looked up at her and she was watching all of it with parted lips, her chest rising and falling faster than it had been before, and I reached up and put my hand on her bare thigh. She'd moved without me noticing, was sitting closer now, her legs folded beside my head, and she made a small sharp sound at the contact.
"Come here," I said.
She shook her head slightly. "I want to watch."
"You can watch closer."
Something flickered in her eyes. She uncurled herself and moved down the bed, lay on her side facing me, her face inches from mine. I could see every detail, the scar at her eyebrow, the slight tremor in her lower lip, the way her pupils had blown wide in the low light.
I kissed her, slow, thorough, taking my time with her mouth while Maya worked her way down my chest and Dani's fingers played at the edge of my jeans. Elena made a sound into my mouth, desperate, surprised at her own desperation, and her hand came up to my jaw and held me there.
Maya had reached my stomach. She was pressing open-mouthed kisses along the lines of muscle there, her tongue tracing patterns I couldn't predict, and every time she found a sensitive spot she lingered, exploited it, filed it away. Her hands were at my hips, thumbs pressing into the hollows there, and the pressure was exquisite.
"Dani," she said against my skin. "Help me with these."
Dani's hands moved to my jeans, and between the two of them, they worked the denim down my hips, my thighs, and then off entirely. I was in my boxers now, and there was no hiding what all of this was doing to me, and I didn't try to hide it, either.
Maya looked. Dani looked. Elena pulled back from the kiss and looked.
"Oh," Maya said softly.
I should have felt exposed. And I did feel exposed. But the way they were looking at me, not clinical, not predatory, just openly appreciative, made the exposure feel like a gift rather than a vulnerability.
Dani's hand settled on my thigh, high up, her thumb tracing slow circles. Maya's fingers hooked into the waistband of my boxers but didn't pull, just held them there, a question or a promise.
"Your turn," I said, and my voice came out rough.
I sat up, Maya moved back to give me room, and I reached for Dani. She'd been the patient one, the clothed one, the one who held the space for everyone else, and I wanted to undo that. I wanted to see her come apart, too.
I pulled her shirt over her head and she let me, raised her arms, watched my face as I looked at her. Black bra, simple and elegant, her skin warm brown in the lamplight. I reached around and unhooked it and she shrugged out of it and I looked at her, and she was beautiful, fuller than Elena, softer, with dark nipples that tightened under my gaze.
"Come here," I said to her, and I pulled her into my lap the way Elena had been earlier, and she came, straddling me, her weight settling against me in a way that made us both gasp.
She was still wearing her jeans. The friction of the denim against the thin cotton of my boxers was maddening, and when she rocked her hips experimentally we both made sounds that didn't quite qualify as words.
"That's . “. .  she started.
"Yeah."
"Can I . . . “
"Yeah."
She rocked again, finding a rhythm, and I gripped her hips and watched her face as she moved. Her eyes fluttered closed, her lips parted, and she looked like someone discovering something she'd only read about.
Maya had moved behind Dani, was pressing herself against Dani's back, her hands reaching around to cup Dani's breasts. Dani's head fell back against Maya's shoulder and Maya kissed her neck and Dani kept moving in my lap and I was surrounded by the sight of them, the sound of them, the impossible reality of all of them.
Elena was beside us now, close, her hand on my shoulder. I turned and pulled her in and kissed her while Dani moved against me. Elena's hand slid down my chest, my stomach, stopped at the waistband of my boxers.
"Can I . . . “ she breathed against my mouth.
"Yes."
Her hand slipped beneath the fabric.
The first touch of her fingers against me, cool, tentative, curious, made my whole body jerk. She wrapped her hand around me and I broke the kiss to gasp against her mouth and she made a sound of discovery, of wonder, like she was learning something she'd only theorized about.
"You're very . . . “ she started.
"I know."
"I want . . . “
"Whatever you want."
She stroked once and my vision blanked out at the edges. Dani was still moving in my lap, Maya was still pressed against Dani's back, and Elena's hand was on me, and I was at the center of all of it, overwhelmed, undone.
"Wait," I managed. "Wait, I want . . . “
I lifted Dani off my lap. She made a sound of protest and I laid her down on the bed and I looked at her, at the button of her jeans, and she nodded before I could ask.
I undid the button. The zipper. I worked her jeans down her hips, down her thighs, and off. She was wearing simple cotton underwear, dark blue, and there was a damp spot at the center of them that made my mouth water.
I looked at her and she looked at me.
“Yes please,” she said with a grin.
I hooked my fingers in the waistband and pulled them down and off, and she was bare beneath me. I looked at her, all of her, and she let me look, didn't cover herself, just lay there breathing fast and watching my face.
I kissed her hip. The soft curve of her belly. Lower, following the line of her body, and she was trembling now, her hands curling in the sheets.
"You don't have to, " she started.
“But I want to."
I kissed her inner thigh and she whimpered. I kissed the other one and her hips lifted off the bed. I could smell her, warm and clean and distinctly her. I pressed my mouth to the center of her and she made a sound that I wanted to hear for the rest of my life.
She was hot against my tongue, slick and swollen, and I explored her slowly, learning what made her gasp and what made her moan and what made her hands fly into my hair and grip me hard enough to hurt. I found a rhythm that worked and I stayed with it, patient, thorough, the way I did everything that mattered, and she unraveled beneath me in increments.
"Oh my god," she keep saying. "Oh my god, oh my god, that’s. . . “ she halted with a held breath at the very top.
Maya was beside her now, kissing her neck, her shoulder, murmuring things I couldn't hear against her skin. Elena was on her other side, one hand on Dani's breast, her eyes fixed on where my mouth met Dani's body, and her expression was rapt, hungry, learning.
Dani's thighs started to shake. Her breath came in short sharp gasps. I slid one finger inside her, slow and careful, and curled it and found the spot I was looking for, and she arched off the bed with a cry that broke into something wordless.
"Don't stop," Maya said fiercely. "She's close, don't stop, "




Chapter 9

I didn't stop. I kept the rhythm with my mouth and my hand and Dani's whole body went taut and then released, waves of it, clenching around my finger as she came apart beneath me with a sound that was almost a sob.
I worked her through it, easing her as she came down gently, until she pushed weakly at my head and I pulled back and looked up the length of her body at her face. She was flushed, panting, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. She looked completely wrecked, completely beautiful.
"Holy shit," Maya breathed.
Elena hadn't moved. She was staring at me with an expression that was half awe and half desperate need, and when I met her eyes she swallowed hard.
"I want to,” she started, and stopped.
I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. "Tell me."
"I want that. What you did to her. I want it.” She shook her head, frustrated at her own inability to articulate. "I've never, no one's ever . . . “
"Never?"
"Never."
I moved up the bed toward her. She was still in her skirt, the fabric hiked up around her thighs. I put my hands on her knees and eased them apart and she let me, her breath coming fast.
"Lie back," I said.
She lay back.
I pushed her skirt up to her waist. She was wearing simple black underwear, matching the bra I'd removed earlier, and I could see the dampness there too, could see how much she wanted this.
"Tell me if you want me to stop," I said.
"I won't want you to stop, dummy.”
I pulled her underwear down and off and I looked at her, neat, precise, even here she was orderly. She was trembling, her hands clenched at her sides, and I could see how much this meant to her, this vulnerability, this letting someone in.
I kissed her inner thigh the way I'd kissed Dani's and she flinched, not away but into it, a full-body reaction. I kissed the other thigh and she made a sound that was almost a whine. And then I put my mouth on her and she stopped making sounds entirely, went silent and rigid, every muscle in her body locked.
"Breathe," Maya said from somewhere beside us.
Elena exhaled in a rush and then she was making sounds, soft and desperate, sounds I suspected she'd never made before, and her hands came to my hair and held on. I explored her carefully, thoroughly, paying attention to every response, mapping her the way Maya had mapped me. She was different from Dani, more responsive to direct pressure, less to teasing, and I adjusted, found what worked, settled into it.
"That's . . . “ she gasped. "That's, right there, don't, don't move.”
I didn't move. I stayed exactly where I was and did exactly what I was doing and her thighs came up around my head and her back arched. She came quickly with a sound that was almost a scream, muffled at the last second by what I realized was Maya kissing her, swallowing the sound.
She shook for a long time. I eased her through it the way I had Dani, and when I finally pulled back her eyes were still closed and there were tears on her face too and Maya was stroking her hair and murmuring soft things.
I sat back on my heels and looked at Maya.
She was the only one still clothed from the waist down, still in her cutoffs, and she was looking at me with an expression that was trying to be casual and failing completely.
"Your turn," Dani said weakly from beside us.
Maya swallowed. "I, yeah. Okay. Yes."
She reached for the button of her shorts with shaking hands, and I reached out and held them still.
"Let me," I said.
She nodded rapidly. She was already half way there.
I undid her shorts and she lifted her hips and I pulled them down. She was wearing underwear with little cartoon suns on them, absurd and completely Maya, and I laughed and she laughed and the tension broke just enough to let us breathe.
"I know," she said. "I know, they're ridiculous."
"They're perfect."
I pulled them off and then she was bare and I looked at her, red curls that matched her hair, freckles that extended further than I'd expected, and she was blushing, actually blushing, the disaster who never got nervous finally got nervous.
"Hi," she said.
"Hi."
"I've never, I mean I have, but not with, I just . . . “
"Maya," I said. "Stop talking."
"Right. Yes. Stopping."
I lowered my head and put my mouth on her and she stopped talking entirely.
She tasted different from the others, sharper, sweeter, something that was entirely and unmistakably her. She was already so wet that my chin was slick almost immediately, and when I traced my tongue along the length of her she made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a moan.
"Oh," she said. "Oh, yeah, that's, okay, I understand now. I understand why, oh god."
Her hips were moving already, restless, chasing sensation. Where Dani had been patient and Elena had been rigid with the effort of letting go, Maya was chaos. Her body couldn't seem to decide what it wanted, pressing up into my mouth and then pulling back, her hands alternating between gripping my hair and the sheets and reaching for Dani beside her.
Dani caught her hand, held it, threaded their fingers together.
"Breathe," Dani said, the same thing Maya had said to Elena minutes ago.
"I'm breathing. I'm definitely breathing. I'm breathing so much, " She broke off into a gasp as I found her clit and circled it with my tongue. "That. That right there. Do that again."
I did it again. She sucked breath through her clenching teeth.
Elena had recovered enough to move, had positioned herself on Maya's other side, and I watched from between Maya's thighs as Elena bent and took one of Maya's nipples into her mouth. Maya's whole body jerked up.
"Oh, that's cheating," she gasped. "That's, you can't just, both of you at the same time is . . . “
"Is what?" Elena said against her breast, and I could hear the smile in her voice, the rare playfulness that Maya and Dani had apparently unlocked in her years ago.
"It’s a lot. It's a lot. It's, oh fuck, right there, don't stop.”
I didn't stop. I added a finger, then two, curling them in the way I had with Dani, and Maya's back arched off the bed. She was tighter than Dani, the angle slightly different, and I adjusted, found the spot that made her voice go high and desperate.
"I'm gonna,” she panted. "I'm gonna, so fast, I can’t!”
"Let it happen," Dani murmured, squeezing her hand.
"I don't want it to be over."
"It won't be over," Elena said. "We have all night."
That seemed to be what Maya needed to hear. Her whole body went taut, trembling on the edge, and I pushed her over it, steady pressure with my tongue, firm strokes with my fingers, and she came with a sound that was almost a wail, her thighs clamping around my head, her hand gripping Dani's so hard I could see her knuckles go white.
I worked her through it until she pushed at my head, and I pulled back and looked up at her. She was a disaster, red hair everywhere, flushed from her cheeks to her chest, tears and sweat mingling on her face, but she was grinning, too, that sideways grin, even as she trembled with aftershocks.
"Holy shit," she breathed. "Holy actual shit."
"Good?" I said.
"I can't feel my legs."
"I'll take that as a yes."
She laughed, breathless and bright, and then she was reaching for me, pulling me up the bed, and she kissed me deep and thorough, tasting herself on my mouth and making a small sound of discovery at it.
"You're still,” she said against my lips, her hand sliding down my body and finding me still hard, straining against my boxers. "We need to do something about this."
"There's no rush."
"There's absolutely a rush." She looked at Dani, then at Elena. "Help me."
The three of them descended on me all at once.
It was overwhelming. Too many hands, too many mouths, too much sensation to track. Maya pulled my boxers off and wrapped her hand around me and I groaned. Dani's mouth found my neck, that spot below my ear, and my hips bucked. Elena was kissing my chest, my stomach, working her way lower with a deliberation that was making it hard to think.
"Wait," I managed. "Wait, I want . . . “
They paused, all three of them, looking at me.
"What do you want?" Dani asked softly.
I looked at them, these three women, flushed and naked and beautiful, arranged around me like something out of a fever dream. I thought about what I wanted. I thought about all of it, every fantasy I'd never let myself have, every possibility that had seemed impossible until tonight.
"I want to watch you," I said. "The three of you. Together."
Something shifted in the air. Maya's eyes went wide. Dani's breath caught. Elena's expression was unreadable for a moment, and then it wasn't, and underneath the composure was heat, bright and unmistakable.
"We've never, " Maya started.
"Not with anyone watching," Dani finished.
"But you have," I said. "Together."
A pause. A look exchanged between the three of them, that silent communication I was learning to read.
"Yes," Elena said quietly. "We have."
"Show me."
Another pause. And then Maya moved, turned away from me, toward Dani, and she kissed her with an intimacy that told me this was familiar territory after all, well-traveled, something they'd done a hundred times before. Dani responded immediately, her hand coming up to cup Maya's face, and I watched them kiss, really kiss this time, deep and knowing, and my whole body tightened with want.
Elena moved to join them. She positioned herself behind Maya, her hands sliding around to cup Maya's breasts, her mouth finding the curve of Maya's neck. Maya whimpered into Dani's mouth and pressed back against Elena, and the three of them moved together like something choreographed, like something practiced.
I watched. I couldn't have looked away if I'd tried.
Dani's hand slid down Maya's body, between her thighs, and Maya gasped and broke the kiss and her head fell back against Elena's shoulder. Elena's mouth found her ear, murmuring things I couldn't hear, and Dani's hand moved in slow steady strokes. Maya was making sounds again, those desperate sounds.
"She's so wet," Dani said, and her words were for me, her eyes finding mine over Maya's shoulder. "She's always wet. Always ready for more."
"Dani," Maya gasped.
"Shh. Let him see."
I watched Dani's hand move. I watched Elena's fingers pinch and roll Maya's nipples. I watched Maya come apart between them with a cry that broke into a sob, her whole body shaking.
And then they shifted, fluid and practiced, and Dani was the one in the middle, and Maya was kissing her way down Dani's body, and Elena was kissing Dani's mouth, and I understood that this was something they'd built over years, a language of bodies that I was only beginning to learn.
Maya settled between Dani's thighs and looked up the length of her body, looked at me where I sat watching, and she grinned, that sideways half grin, and she lowered her head and put her mouth on Dani and Dani moaned into Elena's kiss, her hips pressing up off the bed.
I couldn't stay still anymore.
I moved behind Elena, pressed myself against her back, and she startled slightly and then relaxed into me, her body fitting against mine. I was hard against her lower back and I knew she could feel it, knew she was aware of exactly what watching this was doing to me.
"Tell me what you're thinking," I murmured against her ear.
"I'm thinking, " She gasped as Dani's hand found her thigh, gripped it. "I'm thinking this is the most, I've never felt this . . . “
"This what?"
"Full," she breathed. "This full. Of everything."
I understood what she meant. The room was saturated with sensation, the sounds Maya was drawing from Dani, the taste of all three of them still on my tongue, the heat of Elena's body against mine, the wet slide of skin on skin. It was overwhelming.
Dani came with a cry, her back arching off the bed, but Maya didn't stop until Dani pushed her away. Then Maya looked up at me, her face slick and shining, and she said, "Your turn, baby.”
"My turn?"
"Elena." She grinned. "It's her turn to watch you have her."
Elena went very still against me.
"Is that . . . ? I started.
"Yes," she said before I could finish. "Yes please. Yes."
I turned her in my arms so she was facing me, and I kissed her, tasting Dani on her mouth, and then I eased her down onto the bed, onto her back, and I settled between her thighs and looked at her.
She was trembling. Anticipation, nerves, want, I couldn't tell which, maybe all of them. Her dark eyes were fixed on my face and there was trust there.
"Tell me if you want me to stop," I said.
"I won’t.”
"Tell me anyway."
"I'll tell you."
I reached between us, positioned myself at her entrance, and paused. I looked at her and waited until she nodded.
And then I slowly pushed myself inside her. Her mouth fell open. Her eyes fluttered closed. She was tight around me, hot and slick, and the sensation was so intense I had to stop, had to breathe, had to remind myself that this was real.
"Okay?" I managed.
"Don't stop," she whispered. "Please don't stop."
I didn't stop. I sank into her fully, and we both groaned. Somewhere beside us Maya and Dani were watching, were touching each other, were making soft sounds of appreciation.
I started to move. Slow at first, careful, finding a rhythm that worked for both of us. Elena's hands came up to my back, her nails digging in, and she pulled me closer, deeper, her hips rising to meet mine.
"Faster," she breathed.
I went faster. She made a sound that was almost a scream.
Maya appeared beside us, her hand stroking Elena's hair away from her face. She was murmuring soft encouragements, "that's it, let go, you're so beautiful like this, let him see you", and Elena was crying, tears streaming down her temples into her hair.
"I've never, " she gasped. "It's never felt like this."
"I know," Maya said. "I know, baby. Let it happen."
Dani was on my other side now, her hand on my lower back, feeling the flex of my muscles as I moved in and out of Elena. She pressed a kiss to my shoulder blade and said, against my skin, "She's close. I can always tell when she's close."
Elena's whole body was tightening around me, her thighs shaking, her nails scoring lines down my back that I knew I'd feel tomorrow. I shifted my angle slightly, changed the pressure, and she arched off the bed with a cry that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside her.
"There," Dani murmured. "Right there. Don't stop."




Chapter 10

I didn't stop. I held the angle, held the rhythm, and Elena broke apart beneath me, clenching around me in waves, her whole body shuddering, her voice breaking on sounds that weren't words. I followed her over the edge a moment later, the release crashing through me with a force that blanked out my vision, that left me gasping and shaking, and I collapsed against her chest.
We lay there breathing. The room was quiet except for our breath and the soft sound of the rain outside.
Maya's hand was stroking my back. Dani was pressed against my side. Elena was still trembling beneath me, her arms wrapped around me, holding me inside her as long as she could.
"Holy shit," Maya said softly.
"Yeah," Dani agreed.
Elena didn't say anything. She just held on.
I rolled off her eventually, both of us gasping as though in pain at coming apart, and lay on my back staring at the ceiling while my heart tried to remember how to beat normally. The ceiling had a small crack in it, I noticed. A water stain in one corner. Details that seemed absurd to be noticing right now, but my brain was reaching for anything ordinary to anchor itself.
Maya didn't give me long to recover.
"Okay," she said, and she was already moving, that restless energy back in full force. "Okay, that was, that was a lot, but I have thoughts."
"You always have thoughts," Elena murmured. She hadn't moved, was still lying there with her eyes closed and her chest heaving.
"I have good thoughts. I have excellent thoughts." Maya was up on her knees looking down at me with an expression that was somewhere between predatory and delighted. "You haven't fucked me yet."
"Maya," Dani said, laughing.
"I'm just stating facts. Facts are important. I'm a scientist."
I looked at her, this red-haired disaster of a woman, naked and unselfconscious and practically vibrating with want, and I felt myself starting to stir again, which shouldn't have been possible this soon but apparently was.
"Give me five minutes," I said.
"I can work with five minutes." She grinned and swung off the bed entirely, walking toward the door. "I'm getting water. Anyone else want water?"
"God yes," Elena said.
"Dani?"
"Please."
Maya disappeared down the hall, and I listened to her footsteps, bare feet on hardwood, and then the sound of the refrigerator opening.
Dani propped herself up on one elbow and looked at me. Her hair was a mess, tangled and damp at the temples, and she had a bite mark on her shoulder that I didn't remember leaving but must have.
"You're doing okay?" she asked.
"I'm doing incredible."
"Incredibly," Elena corrected, without opening her eyes.
"I'm doing incredibly," I amended.
Dani smiled and leaned down and kissed me, soft and sweet, tasting like all of us at this point. "Good," she said. "Because I don't think Maya's going to let you sleep."
"Sleep is for the weak," Maya called from the kitchen.
"She can hear everything," Elena said. "It's extremely inconvenient."
"I have excellent hearing. It's a gift."
Maya reappeared in the doorway with four glasses of water balanced precariously in her hands, and she distributed them with the casual efficiency of someone who had done a lot of waitressing at some point, and we all drank in silence for a moment, the simple animal need for hydration asserting itself.
I finished my water and set the glass on the nightstand. Maya was watching me with an expression that said the five minutes were up.
"Kitchen," she said.
"What?"
"I want you in the kitchen." She grabbed my hand and pulled, and I let myself be pulled, stumbling off the bed and following her down the hall.
The kitchen was small and bright after the amber darkness of the bedroom, the overhead light harsh in a way that made everything more real. Maya hoisted herself onto the counter, the same counter Dani had been sitting on hours ago when this all started, and she spread her knees and looked at me with a challenge in her eyes.
"I've thought about this," she said. "Specifically this. You, in here, me on this counter."
"You've thought about this specifically?"
"I think about a lot of things specifically." She reached for me, hooked her fingers into my hips, pulled me closer until I was standing between her thighs. "I have a vivid imagination."
I could feel the heat of her against my stomach, could feel that she was wet again, or still, and the proximity was doing its work. I leaned in and kissed her neck and she made a sound that echoed off the tile.
"They're going to hear," I said against her skin.
"Let them hear." She wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me closer. "Let them come watch."
I lifted her off the counter. She was lighter than I expected, compact and strong, and she wrapped herself around me as I turned and pressed her back against the refrigerator. The surface was cold against my knuckles and she gasped at the contrast, the cool metal against her heated skin.
"Oh," she said. "Oh, that's good . . . “
I kissed her hard, swallowed whatever she was going to say, and I shifted my grip on her thighs and positioned myself and pushed into her in one long stroke.
She broke the kiss to cry out, her head falling back against the refrigerator with a thunk, and I set a rhythm that was faster than it had been with Elena, harder, because Maya could take it, Maya wanted it, Maya was meeting every thrust with a roll of her hips and sounds that were going to wake the neighbors.
"Fuck," she gasped. "Fuck, yes, right there."
I heard footsteps in the hallway. I looked over my shoulder without slowing down and saw Dani and Elena standing in the kitchen doorway, both of them still naked, both of them watching, both of them holding hands.
Dani had her hand pressed to her mouth. Her eyes were wide and dark.
Elena's hand had drifted between her own thighs, I noticed. She wasn't touching herself exactly, just resting her hand there, like she was holding something in.
"Don't stop on our account," Maya managed, grinning at them over my shoulder. "Enjoying the, ah, the show?"
"Immensely," Elena said, and her voice was rough.
I turned back to Maya and hitched her higher on my hips, changed the angle, and she made a sound that wasn't words. Her nails were digging into my shoulders, her thighs shaking around my waist, and I could feel her starting to tighten around me.
"Close," she panted. "So close, please, I need it harder.”
I freed one hand and reached between us, found her clit, circled it with my thumb while I kept moving inside her, and she shattered, screaming, her whole body clenching around me in waves that went on and on.
I didn't come. I held back, gritted my teeth through it, because I didn’t want to be done yet. I didn’t know if I’d be good for a third time around.
When Maya finally went limp against me, gasping, I eased out of her and lowered her to the floor. Her legs buckled and she grabbed the counter for support, laughing breathlessly.
"Holy shit," she said. "Holy shit.”
I turned to Dani.
She was still standing in the doorway, still watching, and her hand had moved from her mouth to her throat. She looked wrecked just from watching.
"Your turn," I said.
"I already?” she gulped.
“Already”
Her breath caught.
I crossed the kitchen and took her hand and pulled her toward the small dining table, the one where Elena had spread her case notes hours ago. I swept the remaining debris aside, a salt shaker, a stack of napkins, and lifted Dani onto the surface.
"Here?" she said.
"Here."
She lay back on the table and I pulled her hips to the edge. I looked down at her, spread out before me like an offering, and then I pushed into her and she arched up off the table with a moan that filled the apartment.
The table was the perfect height. I could stand and take her and watch her face at the same time, could see every reaction, every flutter of her eyelids, every catch of her breath. I set a slow rhythm this time, deep and deliberate, and she moved with me like we'd been doing this for years.
Elena appeared beside the table. She looked down at Dani, at Dani's face, at where our bodies joined, and something crossed her expression that was hunger and tenderness combined.
"Beautiful," she murmured. "You're both so beautiful."
She bent and kissed Dani, deep and slow, and Dani moaned into her mouth. I watched them kiss while I moved inside Dani and the visual was almost too much, almost pushed me over the edge I was trying to hold.
Maya had recovered enough to join us, and she came around to my side and pressed herself against my back, her breasts soft against my shoulder blades, her hands sliding around to my chest.
"You're holding back," she said in my ear.
"Trying to."
"Don't." She bit my earlobe gently. "Let go."
"Not yet."
"Stubborn." She pressed a kiss to my shoulder. “But I like stubborn."
Dani was getting close, I could feel it, the way her body was tightening around me, the way her breathing had gone shallow and fast. Elena was still kissing her, one hand on her breast, and I reached down and found Dani's clit and circled it the way I had with Maya.
She came with a sob, breaking away from Elena's kiss to gasp for air, and I felt it through my whole body, the clench and pulse of her around me. I still didn't let myself follow, though.
I pulled out of her carefully, helped her sit up, and she looked at me with glazed eyes.
"You didn’t.”
"Not yet."
"Why not yet?"
"Because I'm not done."
I looked at Elena.
She was standing beside the table, her hand still resting on Dani's thigh. She was looking at me with an expression that was trying very hard to be composed and failing entirely.
"Living room," I said.
She swallowed, but she nodded.
The living room was dark, lit only by the ambient light coming in from the street, and the couch was where this had all started, where Maya had leaned against my legs, where Dani had pressed her knee against mine, where Elena had finally let her guard down.
I sat down on the couch and pulled Elena into my lap, facing me, the way we'd started earlier in the bedroom. But this time there was nothing between us, no clothes, no hesitation, no careful boundaries being negotiated. Just skin and want and the weight of her settling against me.
"Go slow," she whispered.
"I'll go as slow as you need."
She reached between us and guided me to her entrance, and she lowered herself onto me inch by inch, her face a study in concentration and pleasure and something that looked almost like relief. When she was fully down on me, she stayed there, didn't move, just breathed.
"Okay?" I asked.
"More than okay." She opened her eyes and looked at me. "I just want to feel it. Feel you. For a moment."
So we stayed like that, connected, breathing together, while Maya and Dani settled onto the couch on either side of us. Maya curled against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand tracing idle patterns on my chest. Dani mirrored her on the other side, her fingers threading through Elena's hair.
Then Elena started to move, but so slow, it was almost torture. Rising and falling in minute increments, her inner muscles clenching around me with each movement. Her eyes never left mine.
"I never thought, " she started, and stopped.
"Never thought what?"
"That it could feel like this." She rose and fell again, slightly faster. "That I could want something this much and have it actually, " She broke off, shook her head. "I don't have words."
"You don't need words."
"I always need words. Words are how I . . . “ She gasped as I thrust up into her. "How I make sense of things,” she forced out.
"Make sense of it later." I gripped her hips, started guiding her movements, faster now. "Right now just feel it."
She let her head fall back, let me take control of the rhythm, and the sounds she made were nothing like the Elena I'd met that first night, nothing controlled, nothing precise. She was unraveling completely, and I was watching it happen. Maya and Dani were watching too, and the four of us were in this together, this impossibly perfect thing.
"I'm close," she panted. "I'm so close, I need . . . “
I pulled her down against me and thrust up hard and she came with a cry that cracked on a high note, and this time I let myself follow, finally, the release crashing through me in waves that seemed to go on forever, pulsing into her as she clenched around me.
We collapsed against each other, breathing hard.
Maya pressed a kiss to my shoulder. Dani pressed a kiss to Elena's.
The rain had stopped outside, I realized. The apartment was quiet except for our breath.
"Bathroom," Maya said after a long moment.
"What?"
"We haven't done the bathroom yet." She lifted her head and grinned at me, irrepressible. "There's a shower. A really good shower."
"Maya," Elena groaned, still draped against my chest. "Give him a minute."
"I've given him several minutes. Many minutes. Minutes upon minutes."
Dani laughed softly. "She's going to kill him."
"I'm going to do no such thing. I'm going to invigorate him." Maya was already extricating herself from the couch pile, pulling at my hand. "Come on. The water pressure is excellent."
Elena lifted herself off me with a small wince. We were both oversensitive, both tender, and she looked at me with something that might have been sympathy.
"You don't have to," she said.
"I know I don't have to."
"She'll go all night if you let her."
"I know that too."
I stood up from the couch on legs that weren't entirely steady and let Maya pull me toward the hallway. Behind us, I heard Dani say something to Elena that I couldn't quite catch, and Elena's quiet laugh in response.




Chapter 11

The bathroom was small, everything in this apartment was small, but the shower was, as promised, a big and good one, with actual water pressure and enough room for two people if they didn't mind being close. Maya turned on the water and waited for it to warm and then pulled me in with her.
The hot water hit my back and I groaned with the relief of it, muscles I hadn't known were tense finally releasing. Maya pressed herself against my front, her head tucked under my chin, and for a moment we just stood there, letting the water run over us.
"Hey," she said quietly.
"Hey."
"This is good, right? Tonight? It's not going to be weird tomorrow?"
I looked down at her, at the top of her red head, the water darkening her hair to auburn, the freckles on her shoulders. "Is that something you're worried about?"
"I'm worried about a lot of things. I'm worried about everything, all the time. I just hide it better than Elena does."
"It's good,” I said. "Tomorrow won't be weird."
"You don't know that."
"I know that I'm not going anywhere." I tilted her chin up so she was looking at me. "Is that enough to know for now?"
She studied my face for a long moment, water streaming down between us, and then she nodded. "Yeah," she said. "That's enough for now.”
She kissed me, soft and sweet, nothing like her usual chaos, and when she pulled back she was smiling.
"Okay," she said. "Enough feelings. Turn around."
"What?"
"Turn around. I'm going to wash your back. It's a whole thing. Very sensual. You'll love it."
I turned around and she put her hands on my shoulders and started working at the muscles there, and it was sensual, and I did love it, and when she worked her way down to my lower back I braced my hands against the tile and let my head drop forward.
"Dani has magic hands," Maya said conversationally. "Like, actual magic. She took a massage class once and now she can find knots you didn't know you had. It's very annoying."
"Why is it annoying?"
"Because she's already good at everything else. She doesn't need to also be good at massage. It's excessive."
"You're good at things."
"I'm good at being loud and having opinions. Those aren't even real skills."
"They're real skills." I turned to face her. "You're also good at making people feel comfortable. At making them laugh. At paying attention to what they need."
She looked startled, like no one had told her this before. "I'm not, "
"You are." I cupped her face in my hands. "You paid attention tonight to what everyone needed. To when Elena needed encouragement and when she needed space. To when Dani needed to be touched and when she needed to be the one touching. That's not nothing."
Her eyes went bright. "You're going to make me cry."
"In the shower?"
"It's efficient." She laughed wetly and pressed her face against my chest. "Tears go right down the drain."
I held her while the water ran over us, and after a moment she lifted her head and she was grinning again, that sideways grin.
"Okay," she said. "Enough. Turn back around. I wasn't done."
I turned back around. Her hands found my shoulders again.
And then her hands slid lower, around to my front, and found me hardening again under her touch.
"Oh," she said. "Hello."
"Maya, "
"Shh." She pressed herself against my back, her breasts soft against my shoulder blades, and her hand wrapped around me and started to stroke me. "Let me."
The water was hot on my chest and her hand was slick and sure and I braced myself against the tile and let her work. She knew what she was doing, varied her grip, her speed, paid attention to my breathing the way I'd paid attention to hers.
"I want to taste you," she murmured against my back. "Later. When we're back in bed. I want to feel you in my mouth."
I groaned.
"You like that idea?"
"Yes."
"Good." She twisted her wrist on the upstroke and I saw stars. "I like it too. I've been thinking about it since the backyard. Since Dani said you had good hands. I wondered what the rest of you was like."
"And now you know."
"Now I know." She pressed a kiss between my shoulder blades. “And I approve."
The bathroom door opened.
I looked over my shoulder and saw Elena stepping in, still naked, her hair pinned up to keep it dry. She looked at us through the steam, at Maya pressed against my back, at Maya's hand wrapped around me, and something flickered across her face.
"Room for one more?" she asked.
"Always," Maya said.
Elena stepped into the shower and the space that had been adequate for two became intimate for three. She positioned herself in front of me, facing me, and the water hit her shoulders and ran down between her breasts and she looked at me with dark serious eyes.
"I want to help," she said.
"Help?"
She reached down and wrapped her hand around me, just above where Maya's hand was already working, and they found a rhythm together, two hands, two different pressures, two different grips, and I had to close my eyes because the sight of them working together was too much on top of the sensation.
"Look at me," Elena said.
I opened my eyes. She was watching my face with an intensity that bordered on scientific.
"I want to see," she said. "When you, I want to see what it looks like."
"Elena, "
"Please."
I kept my eyes on hers. Maya's hand and Elena's hand kept moving, synchronized, relentless. The pressure built at the base of my spine, built and built. Elena's name was on my lips and her eyes locked on mine with Maya's laugh against my back.
I sagged against the tile, breathing hard.
"Beautiful," Elena said softly. "You were right. It was beautiful."
"When did I say, "
"To Dani. Earlier. You said she was beautiful when she came." Elena's hand came up to my face, traced my jaw. "You were right."
Maya turned off the water and grabbed towels from the rack outside the shower, and we dried off in the small space, bumping elbows and hips, and somehow that ordinary awkwardness felt more intimate than anything that had come before.
"Dani's making food," Elena said. "She stress-cooks."
"Is she stressed?"
"Hungry. And happy. She happy-cooks too. It's hard to tell the difference."
We emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam and found Dani in the kitchen, still naked, stirring something on the stove. The domesticity of it, this beautiful woman cooking naked at two in the morning after everything we'd done, made something turn over in my chest.
"Grilled cheese," she said without turning around. "Because we're not animals."
"We're a little bit animals," Maya said.
"We're civilized animals who eat grilled cheese after . . . “ She waved the spatula vaguely. "Everything,” and she laughed.
We ate standing around the kitchen, passing sandwiches between us. Nobody bothered to get dressed and nobody talked about anything serious. Maya told a story about a field research trip that had gone wrong. Elena corrected her on several details. Dani refereed.
I stood there with a grilled cheese in my hand and watched them, these three women who had built something together over years, something that made room for me, and I thought about how strange it was that this had started with a leaky pipe.
"What are you smiling about?" Dani asked.
"Your grandmother's sink."
She laughed. "The corroded elbow joint."
"The corroded elbow joint."
"I should send her a thank you card."
"Please don't explain why."
"God, no." She took another bite of her sandwich. "She's eighty-three. She'd have a heart attack."
Maya had finished her sandwich and was eyeing the rest of us with an expression I was beginning to recognize.
"No," Elena said.
"I didn't say anything."
"You didn't have to. I know that look."
"What look? This is just my face."
"That's your 'I'm scheming' face."
"I don't scheme. I brainstorm enthusiastically."
Dani caught my eye and shook her head, amused. This is your life now, her expression said. Good luck.
Maya grabbed my hand and started pulling me toward the bedroom again.
"Maya," Elena said. "It's almost three in the morning."
"And?"
"And we have to sleep at some point."
"We'll sleep later. We'll sleep when we're dead." She looked at me over her shoulder. "Tell her we don't need sleep."
"I think we might need some sleep," I said.
"Traitor." But she was grinning. "Fine. Compromise. We go to bed, but nobody has to sleep right away. We can just be there. Together."
That, I could agree to.
The four of us piled back into Elena's bed, too many people for the space, limbs tangling, someone's elbow in someone else's ribs, and it was chaotic and awkward but somehow perfect. I ended up in the middle, because apparently that was my designated position now, with Elena tucked against my right side and Dani against my left and Maya sprawled across all of us like a blanket.
"Comfortable?" Dani asked dryly.
"Very," Maya said, her voice muffled against my chest.
Elena's hand found mine under the covers, threaded our fingers together. Dani's head settled into the curve of my shoulder.
"Hey," Maya said quietly.
"What."
"This is the best night of my life."
Nobody responded to that, but I felt Elena squeeze my hand, and I felt Dani press closer, and I thought that maybe, probably, they agreed.
Nobody slept.
That was the thing about the four of us in that bed, every time one person started to drift off, someone else would shift, or sigh, or their hand would find a new patch of skin to explore, and the whole system would wake back up. It was like trying to sleep on a live wire.
Maya was the worst offender. She couldn't stay still for more than three minutes at a time, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest, my stomach, wandering lower until I caught her wrist.
"I thought we were resting," I said.
"I am resting. This is restful."
"Your hand is on my . . . .”
"Restfully."
Elena made a sound that was half laugh, half groan. "Maya. Let the man recover."
"He's recovered. He's very recovered. I can feel how recovered he is."
Dani propped herself up on one elbow and looked at the three of us, at Maya's wandering hand, at my expression of helpless resignation, at Elena's exasperated fondness, and she started laughing. Really laughing, the kind that shook the whole bed.
"What?" Maya demanded.
"Nothing. Just,” Dani wiped her eyes. "This is ridiculous. All of this. We're ridiculous."
"We're not ridiculous. We're adventurous."
"We're ridiculous and adventurous."
I looked at the ceiling, that same small crack, that same water stain, and I thought about how twelve hours ago I'd been finishing up the retrofit at Stavros's restaurant, worrying about invoice timing and whether the new sink placement was going to cause problems with the existing drainage. Now I was naked in a bed with three women who were apparently going to be the death of me.
Life was strange.
"Okay," Maya said, and she was moving again, extricating herself from the pile of limbs. "I can't do this. I can't just lie here. I need to . . . “
"What do you need?" Dani asked.
"I don't know. Something." She stood up beside the bed, naked and restless in the pre-dawn light that was starting to filter through the windows. The rain had stopped hours ago and the sky was going gray at the edges. "I need to move. I need to do something."
Elena sat up, the sheet falling away from her chest. "What kind of something?"
Maya looked at her. Looked at me. Looked at Dani. That sideways grin spread across her face.
"Balcony," she said.
"What?"
"The balcony. There's a balcony. Off the living room.” She bit her lip, considering. "I want to watch the sun come up."
"It's cold out there," Elena said.
"Then we'll be warm." Maya grabbed my hand and pulled. "Come on. All of us. Now. Bring the blanket.”
The balcony was small, barely room for two people standing, which meant four people had to get creative. It was enclosed on three sides by the building and by the balconies of adjacent apartments, most of whose windows were dark at this hour, and it overlooked a small courtyard with a struggling tree and someone's bicycle chained to a railing.
It was also, as Elena had predicted, cold.
"This was a terrible idea," Elena said, her arms wrapped around herself, goosebumps rising on her bare skin.
"It was an excellent idea." Maya pressed herself against my back, using me as a windbreak. "We just need to generate body heat."
"How do you propose we, "
Maya's hand snaked around my waist and found me, already half-hard from the contact. "Like this."
Elena's eyes went wide. "Maya. We're outside."
"We're on a balcony. It's technically outside but it's also technically private."
"It's not private at all. Anyone could look out their window, "
"At four in the morning?"
"Someone could, "
"Elena." Dani stepped closer, pressed herself against Elena's back the way Maya was pressed against mine. "Stop thinking."
"I can't stop thinking. I don't know how to stop thinking."
"I know." Dani's hands slid around Elena's waist, pulled her back against her body. "Let me help."
I watched Dani's hands move on Elena, up her stomach, cupping her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples, and Elena's protests died in her throat, replaced by a soft sound that caught in the cold air. Maya was still stroking me, slow and lazy, and the contrast of the cold air and her warm hand was doing things to my nervous system that I couldn't have predicted.
"Turn around," Maya murmured against my shoulder.
I turned. She was looking up at me with bright eyes, her red hair wild around her face, and she looked electric, alive, like something that couldn't be contained by walls or ceilings or common sense.
"I want you," she said. "Here. Now. While they watch."




Chapter 12

I looked past her at Dani and Elena. Dani had one hand between Elena's thighs now, was working her with slow strokes, and Elena's head had fallen back against Dani's shoulder, her mouth open, her breath coming in visible puffs in the cold air. They were both watching us.
"Here?" I said.
"Here."
I lifted Maya up. She weighed nothing, wrapped her legs around my waist like she'd done in the kitchen, and I pressed her back against the cold brick of the building and she gasped at the temperature and then gasped again when I pushed into her.
"Oh god," she breathed. "Oh god, that's it, the cold and you're so hot inside me.”
I started to move, bracing her against the wall, and she was right, the contrast was incredible, the cold air on my back and her heat around me. She was making sounds that carried in the quiet pre-dawn, and I should have worried about the neighbors but I couldn't bring myself to care.
Elena was already close, I could tell from the sounds she was making, from the way her body was starting to shake in Dani's arms. Dani's hand was moving faster between her thighs and Dani was watching us over Elena's shoulder, watching me fuck Maya against the wall, and her dark eyes were hungry.
"Come for me," I heard Dani murmur against Elena's ear. "Come while you watch them."
Elena did, a strangled cry that she tried to muffle against her own hand, her whole body jerking in Dani's arms. The sight of it, Elena falling apart, Dani holding her through it, pushed me closer to the edge.
"Your turn," Maya panted against my ear. "Your turn, I want to feel you, "
I thrust harder, faster, and Maya's head fell back against the brick. She came with a sound that was definitely going to wake someone, clenching around me in waves, and I followed her over, spilling into her with a groan that I couldn't have contained if I'd tried.
We stood there for a moment, breathing hard, still connected.
Elena had recovered enough to speak. "We're going to get arrested."
"We're not going to get arrested," Dani said. "No one saw anything."
"Someone definitely heard something. Maya was not quiet."
"I'm never quiet," Maya said, still wrapped around me. "It's part of my charm."
The sky was lighter now, gray giving way to pink at the edges. I eased out of Maya and lowered her to her feet and she shivered, whether from the cold or the aftershocks, I couldn't tell.
"Inside," I said. "Before we all freeze."
We stumbled back into the living room and the warmth of the apartment hit us like a physical thing. Dani grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around Elena's shoulders, and Maya grabbed another one and wrapped it around herself and then opened it to include me, pressing her naked body against mine under the shared warmth.
"Bed," Elena said firmly. "For real this time. Actual sleep."
"Actual sleep," Maya agreed, which I didn't believe for a second.
But we went back to the bedroom, all four of us, and we piled into the bed again, and this time the exhaustion was real, and was unavoidable. Maya curled against my chest and was asleep within minutes, her breathing going deep and even. Elena spooned behind her, one arm draped over Maya's waist to rest on my hip. Dani pressed against my back, her forehead between my shoulder blades, her breath warm on my skin.
I lay there in the middle of all of them, and I slept deep as the ocean. .
I woke to sunlight and an empty bed.
For one disorienting moment I thought I'd dreamed all of it, the whole night, the three of them, everything, but then I heard voices from the kitchen and smelled coffee and something cooking, and I let out a breath I hadn't known I was holding.
The clock on Elena's nightstand said 10:47.
I found my boxers on the floor and pulled them on and walked out into the apartment. The sun was streaming through the windows making everything look different from how it had looked in the amber lamplight, and I found the three of them were in the kitchen.
Elena was at the stove back in her cream-colored sweater from yesterday, the one I'd unbuttoned, and nothing else as far as I could tell. Maya was sitting on the counter in my t-shirt. Dani was at the table with a cup of coffee, wearing a silk robe that had seen better days, reading something on her phone.
They all looked up when I walked in.
"He lives," Maya said.
"Barely." I rubbed my face. "What time is it?"
"Almost eleven." Elena gestured at the stove with her spatula. "Eggs?"
"Please."
Dani pulled out the chair beside her and I sat down. She handed me a cup of coffee without being asked. It was exactly the right temperature, exactly the right strength. I wondered when she'd learned how I took my coffee, and then I remembered: she'd watched me make it at her grandmother's house, the morning after the trivia night.
"So," Maya said, swinging her legs against the cabinet. "Last night."
"Last night," I agreed.
“So that happened . . . .”
"It did."
"And we're all . . .” She looked at Elena, at Dani. "We're okay? With it having happened?"
"Maya," Elena said, without looking up from the eggs. "If anyone in this room wasn't okay with it, we'd know by now."
"I'm just checking. It's important to check. Communication is key."
"Communication is key," Dani agreed. She caught my eye over her coffee cup and smiled, small and private.
Elena brought the eggs to the table, enough for all of us, scrambled with cheese and herbs, and we ate in a silence that was comfortable rather than awkward. The sunlight came in at a low angle and lit everything gold, and I watched these three women in the ordinary light of morning and tried to reconcile them with the versions I'd known in the dark last night.
Elena was more rumpled, her hair loose and tangled, no makeup, but somehow that made her more beautiful rather than less. Dani was quiet and contained, as always, but there was a softness to her that hadn't been there before, or maybe that had been there and I was only now learning to see it. Maya was Maya, irrepressible, stealing bacon off Dani's plate and grinning when Dani swatted at her hand.
"I have to work tomorrow," I said.
"We know," Maya said. "You mentioned it. Several times."
"Maya," Elena said.
"I'm just saying he has a one-track mind."
"I have a job," I said. "The job requires showing up."
"The job requires you to be physically capable of showing up," Dani said mildly. "After last night, I'm not sure that's a guarantee."
I choked on my coffee. Dani smiled serenely.
"I like this," Maya said. "I like that she's making jokes. Dani doesn't usually make jokes."
"I make jokes."
"You make observations that happen to be funny. It's different."
"How is that different?"
"Intent."
"I intend to be funny."
"Sure you do."
They were bickering, I realized. The comfortable, worn-in bickering of people who had been doing it for years. And I was sitting here in my boxers drinking coffee and watching them do it, and it felt normal. It felt like where I was supposed to be.
Elena's phone buzzed on the counter. She glanced at it, frowned, put it face down again.
"What?" Dani asked.
"Nothing. My mother."
"On Sunday?"
"She wants to know if I'm coming to dinner next week."
"Are you?"
"I don't know. I might have other plans." Elena looked at me, just briefly, and something passed between us that I couldn't quite read.
"We should talk," I said.
The words fell into the room like stones into water. Maya stopped mid-bite. Dani set down her coffee cup. Elena turned from the counter.
“So talk," Maya said carefully.
"About what this is. About what it's going to be." I looked at each of them in turn. "I need to know what I'm doing here. Whether this was just one night, or whether it's something else."
The silence stretched out. Was I wrecking something?
Then Dani reached out and took my hand. Elena crossed from the counter and put her hand on my shoulder. Maya slid off the counter and came to stand beside me, her hip against my arm.
"It's something else," Dani said quietly.
"If you want it to be," Elena added.
"Do you?" Maya asked. "Want it to be?"
I looked at them, these three women who had somehow, impossibly, decided that I was what they wanted, and I thought about corrosion and repair, about things that break and things that get fixed, about the patience it takes to do a job right.
"Yeah," I said. "I want it to be."
Maya kissed my cheek. Elena squeezed my shoulder. Dani's hand tightened on mine.
"Good," Dani said. "Then it is."
The eggs got cold while we figured out the logistics.
Maya had class Monday and Wednesday, lab on Thursday, field work every other Friday. Elena had her LSAT prep course Tuesday and Thursday evenings, study group on Saturdays, a summer internship she was already stressing about even though it was seven months away. Dani was finishing her thesis, which meant unpredictable hours and occasional weekend disappearances to test water samples at sites I couldn't pronounce.
And I had pipes. Pipes didn't care about anyone's schedule. They broke when they broke.
"You come to trivia," Dani said. "Wednesdays. That's already out thing."
"And Sunday dinners," Maya added. "We do Sunday dinners. Usually here, sometimes at that Thai place on Clement."
"Sunday dinners," I repeated.
"Family dinner." Elena said it without irony, without self-consciousness, like it was obvious. "You're family now. If you want to be."
I thought about my apartment, the one-bedroom I'd been renting since I was twenty-two, the mattress on the floor that I kept meaning to replace, the refrigerator that held beer and leftover takeout and not much else. I thought about Sundays there, which usually meant football on the couch and a call to my mother and the particular silence of a space occupied by one person.
"I want to be," I said.
Maya grinned. Dani smiled. Elena nodded, and it felt like something had been settled.
I went home that afternoon to shower and change and stare at my ceiling for a while.
Garrett called around four. I let it go to voicemail, then called him back, then hung up before he answered, then called him again.
"What the hell," he said when he picked up.
"I need to tell you something."
"Okay."
"You're going to think I'm lying."
"I already think you're lying about most things. What's new?"
I told him. Not everything, not the details, not the specific configurations of bodies in specific rooms, but the shape of it. Three women. All at once. All of them knowing about each other. All of them wanting it that way.
Garrett was quiet for a long time.
"You're shitting me," he finally said.
"I'm not."
"This doesn't happen. This doesn't happen to people like us."
"I know."
"This happens in, I don't know, porn. Or French movies. Not in real life. Not to a plumber from Daly City."
"And yet."
Another long silence. I could hear him breathing, processing.
"Are you happy with it?” he asked.
The question caught me off guard. I'd been expecting skepticism, jokes, demands for proof. Not that.
"Yeah," I said. "I think I am."
"Then what do I care how many of them there are." I heard him shift, probably reaching for a beer. "You coming to the game next weekend?"
"Probably."
"Bring one of them. Or all of them. Whatever. I want to see this for myself."
"I'll ask."
"You do that." A pause. "Hey."
"Yeah?"
"Don't fuck it up."
"Thanks for the advice."
"I'm serious. Whatever this is, don't fuck it up. You sound different. You sound like something good happened to you. Don't be the reason it stops happening."
I thought about that after we hung up. About how easy it would be to fuck it up. To get jealous, or possessive, or to want more than they were offering. To forget that this worked because all four of us wanted it to work, and that the minute one person stopped wanting it, the whole thing would collapse.
I thought about pipes again. About systems. About how everything is connected to everything else, and how one weak joint can bring down the whole structure.
I determined I wasn't going to be the weak joint.
Monday morning I was back under a sink. Different house, different client, same position, on my back on a tile floor, flashlight in my teeth, wrench in both hands. The homeowner was a guy named Patterson who wanted to talk about the 49ers while I worked, which I didn't mind, and who made coffee without asking if I wanted any, which I appreciated.
My phone buzzed around ten. I slid out from under the cabinet to check it.
A photo from Maya. Her, in the campus greenhouse, surrounded by plants, making a face at the camera. Below it: thinking about you thinking about pipes
A text from Elena, thirty seconds later: She made me take that photo four times. You're welcome.
And then from Dani, a minute after that: Wednesday. Trivia. Don't forget.
I looked at the three messages on my screen and I thought about the woman at the Greek restaurant, the grandmother I'd never met, the corroded elbow joint that had started all of this.
"Everything okay?" Patterson asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Everything's good."
I slid back under the sink and got to work. Three girlfriends could be a lot of work, I realized.




Epilogue

Six weeks later, I moved the last of my boxes into the house on Ashbury.
It wasn't supposed to happen that fast. We'd talked about taking it slow, about making sure we were compatible in the day-to-day ways that matter more than the dramatic ones.
But then Maya's lease came up and Dani's research funding got extended and Elena made a spreadsheet, an actual spreadsheet, with columns for rent allocation and shared expenses and bathroom schedules, and suddenly the conversation shifted from "someday" to "why not now."
I kept my tools in the garage, my truck in the driveway, my clothes in the closet of what used to be a guest room, which was technically my room.
The bed situation was complicated but we figured it out.
"This is insane," Garrett murmured to me, the one time he came to visit. He was standing in the kitchen watching Elena cook while Maya argued with Dani about something scientific and I opened beers for everyone. "This is actually insane. You know that, right?"
"Probably," I said and I smiled.
"And you're just okay with it? Being this insane?"
I looked at them, at Elena's precise movements at the stove, the way she'd learned to cook for four instead of three. At Maya's hands moving as she talked, nearly knocking over her wine glass. At Dani catching it without breaking eye contact with her, handing it back to her. At the way they moved around each other in the small kitchen, a choreography built from years of practice that now, somehow, included me.
"Yeah," I said. "I'm okay with it."
Garrett shook his head, drank his beer, and stayed for dinner.
Here's what I know now that I didn't know then:
Love is not a limited resource. It doesn't divide when you share it. It doesn't diminish with use. It's more like a muscle than a bank account, the more you exercise it, the stronger it gets.
I know that jealousy is real and has to be talked about, not around. I know that schedules are harder to manage than feelings. I know that four people means four different ways of loading a dishwasher and you just have to let some things go.
I know that Elena still cries when she comes, and that it still means the same thing it meant that first night, and that she's letting herself feel something she spent years learning not to feel. I know that Maya is exactly as exhausting as I thought she'd be, and that I was right to want to stay in her orbit anyway. I know that Dani is the center that holds us all together, the steady point around which the rest of us spin, and that she needs us to hold her sometimes, too.
I know that I was not the kind of man this happens to. I know that it happened like that anyway.
Last week, Mrs. Petra called about her garbage disposal.
I went over on a Tuesday morning, let myself into her place with the key Dani, her granddaughter, had given me, found the problem in under ten minutes. Worn bearing, easy fix. I was packing up my tools when the back door opened and an elderly woman walked in, white-haired and sharp-eyed and carrying a bag of groceries.
"You must be the plumber," she said.
"Yes ma'am."
"The one who's dating my granddaughter."
I paused. "She told you about that?" I played for time.
"She tells me everything. She's a good girl." Mrs. Petra set her groceries on the counter and looked at me, really looked, the way old people do when they're taking your measure. "All three of them are good girls."
I didn't know what to say to that.
"You're good to them?"
"I try to be."
She nodded slowly. Then she opened the grocery bag and pulled out a container of something that smelled like heaven.
"Pastitsio," she said. "I made extra. Take it home. Feed my girls."
I took the pastitsio and I thanked her and I finished packing my tools. So I guess she knew I lived in her house back there now, and was fine with it, with all four of us living together there.
At the door, I turned back. She was still watching me with those sharp eyes.
"This thing you have," she said. "It's not traditional."
I squinted, unsure if she was meaning what it sounded like. “No ma'am. It's not,” I finally said.
"Good." She smiled, just slightly. "Traditional is boring. Traditional is for people who are afraid to be happy." She waved a hand at me. "Go. Take care of my girls."
So I went.
I drove home with a container of pastitsio on the passenger seat, and I thought about fear and happiness and the things we build when we're brave enough to let them build us.
The house was empty when I got there, Elena at class, Dani at the lab, Maya doing fieldwork somewhere I still couldn't pronounce. But there were dishes in the sink that needed doing, and a pile of laundry that needed doing, and a bed that needed making, and all the small ordinary tasks of a life shared with people you love.
I put the pastitsio in the fridge and I did the dishes and I got the laundry going.
And when my girls came home, one by one, tired and hungry and glad to see me, I fed them dinner and listened to their days and eventually fell asleep in a bed by myself for a change, because we all had our own, too.
Sometimes, if you're lucky, if you do a good job and look after the small things, you slide out from under a sink and your whole life changes. And if you're smart, you let it.
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